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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 



A complex society is a potentially explosive context in which stress 
(and all of its ramifications) can inhibit the full development of its 
people. As the "change rate" of a society increases, the intensity and 
pace of life appear to increase in a similar manner. This can create a 
dangerous situation, especially if people are ill-prepared and /or have few 
resources for dealing with the changes. Human beings have a limit to 
their capacity to enact or respond to life events. When this limit is 
surpassed, physiological and/or socioemotional signals appear to warn 
people that they have exceeded available capacity. If these signals, such 
as psychosomatic illness, physical warnings, or mental fatigue, are ig- 
nored, a cycle of negative stress-related problems might result. 

The severity of stressors and their impact on social life are examined in 
a recent report: 

In the past 30 years doctors and health officials have come to realize how heavy 
a toll stress is taking on the nation's well-being. According to the American 
Academy of Family Physicians, two-thirds of office visits to family physicians are 
prompted by stress-related symptoms. (79, p. 48)* 

This same report goes on to outline the tragic cost of uncontrolled stress 
to the total society: 

Based on national samples, these costs have been estimated at $50 billion to 
$75 billion a year, more than $750 for every U.S. worker. Stress is now known to 
be a major contributor, either directly or indirectly, to coronary heart disease, 
cancer, lung ailments, accidental injunes, cirrhosis of the liver arid suicide— six 
of the leading causes of death in the U.S. (79, p. 48) 

Beyond the immediate damage that stress has created is the danger 
that children and young people will internalize ineffective coping strate- 
gies used by the adult models available to them (19, 20). The increase in 
children's mental health problems and the epidemic of teenage suicides 
might well be symptoms of a society that has fallen prey to an uncon- 
trolled life style. It is clear that an educational plan is essential to 
promoting ways of controlling stress. This plan must involve all societal 
institutions if it is to represent some common agreement on how to alter 



♦Numbers in parentheses appearing in the text refer to the Bibliography beginning on 
page 92. 



the current situation. Classroom teachers, as societal leaders, can play a 
major role in both educating students on how to deal with stress and 
involving parrots and citizens in efforts to provide students with exem- 
plary models of positive stress-management techniques (7). 

Two factors that have been related to successful stress management are 
the acquisition and use of control skills, and the development and use of 
a systemic process to assess levels of stress and to design implementing 
stress-management strategies (30, 44). A lack of control skills has beer, 
linked to increases in all of the stress symptoms and to a variety of social 
ailments. Assessments of stressed adults indicate that the response pat- 
terns they exhibit were developed early in life *pA then continuously 
refined but not drastically altered. These assessments also point out that 
victims of negative stress are typically unaware of the conditions prompt- 
ing their stress and lack the skills and strategies necessary to deal with 
stress (81). 

Fifty years of research on stress has produced a viable framework for 
making stress a functional part of life. The interactions of body-mind 
and person-environment are more clearly understood than they were in 
the past. For example, it is now known that the human alarm system 
reacts to any stress, thus increasing the person's physiological and mental 
energy levels. When the stress-inducing situation is dealt with or alleviat- 
ed, human beings return to some form of equilibrium. However, contin- 
ued intense levels of stress can extend the individual beyond his or her 
capacity and trigger the body-mind to send signals that it is under 
attack. Stressors that are perceived to be especially threatening create a 
flight/fear response. Migraine headaches, heart trouble, ulcers, and liver 
damage are physical signs that the human system is under extreme 
pressure that could result in burnout (54). 

Learning to control one's responses to stress and planning for positive 
stress arrangements are techniques that have proved successful in coun- 
tering potentially harmful situations. Two behaviors that are continually 
exhibited by effective stress managers are the acquisition of an under- 
standing of stress and how to act on it, and the ability to plan for 
productive interactions in the environment (47). For example, Anita felt 
burned out last year and spent time s udying why she felt this way. She 
found that she was involved in too many activities and was creating 
unnecessary stress for herself. By planning fewer, but more rewarding 
activities for the next year, she felt sure that she would be more effective. 
Ned had a different stressor to deal with. While he enjoyed sales work, 
he did not like the company he worked for; it was an extremely negative 
situation. By changing his job, Ned was able to continue doing what he 
liked but in an environment more to his liking. 

While a great deal of effort is being directed toward teaching adults 
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how to resolve negative stress, the most encc ragine result of stress 
research is that children and adolescents can also acquire the skills need- 
ed to prevent stress-related syndromes (40). Prevention of stress-related 
problems in students ^mises not only better academic performance but 
also, more importantly, healthier human beings. Burned-out children 
not only do poorly in school but also fall prey to behavior patterns that 
make than prime candidates for more serious social maladies (19, 20, 
21). Studies of adolescent suicide, for example, point out that the suicid- 
al person usually had a history of stress-related maladies and was unable 
to construct a context for resolving them (56). 

The more complex the societal structure, the more guidance children 
and adolescents need in dealing with life. Today's students are bombard- 
ed by multiple messages that require endless choices on their part. Early 
and continuing educational experiences in dealing with stress can enable 
students to develop life styles in which choices are made in a mindful 
way. 

Teachers often see the results of student stress in behavioral problems 
and poor academic performance. Observant teachers report that excessive 
stress is a major impediment to student learning. Students who are 
absorbed in the complexities of family problems or other crises usually 
suffer from a shortage of energy for use in school functioning. Teachers 
who acquire an understanding of stress and the skills necessary for deal- 
ing with it can educate children in methods of stress management. One 
example of how this process can work is the teacher who responds to 
student concerns in a supportive maimer, helping the ftudent articulate 
the issue and develop strategies for resolving it (39). 

Two additional rnles teachers caii fill relate to the design of their 
classrooms (with specific reference to stress) and their influence on the 
community. The classroom is a potentially stressful context. When teach- 
ers become sensitive to the critical dimensions of stress as it can emerge 
in the classroom setting, they have taken ;he first step toward turning 
the classroom into a healthy and growing environment. Learning envi- 
lonments that place the individual in the center of the decision-making 
process are usually designed to engage students in creative, productive 
social and educational experiences. 

As community leaders, teachers should focus on the adult role in 
preventing and/or resolving unhealthy stress in the family, school and 
neighborhood. Adult and community education efforts might include 
awareness projects, stress-management workshops, and seminars that 
bring people together to share ideas on how to manage stress-inducing 
environments in better ways (9). 

Stress is, of comse, inherent in the nature of life. The benefit of 
continued study of stress is that it is revealing that people can harness 
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the energy that would normally be lost as a result of excessive stress and 
redirect it toward more productive rids. If children and adolescents can 
uquitt a proactive framework for dealing with stress, their adult lives 
should be more productive than is currently the case (77). 

In order for teachers and students to deal effectively with stress, they 
must understand the three dimensions of time, space, and relationships. 
These three dimensions provide the context in which all stress-inducing 
events occur. Both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of these di- 
mensions ate possible stressors. They also provide the major clues to the 
prevention or resolution of negative stress (33). 

In and of itself, time is a neutral construct. K is the manner in which 
it is defined, perceived, and used that makes it a potentially stressful 
part of life. The way time is used in the classroom, for example, can 
foster positive learning attitudes or create a sense of fear and rigidity in 
children, hew a teacher uses time sends a message to students about 
how the lean ng process is to be carried out. When time is seen as a 
stressor, the cLissroom becomes less effective * * j when it is perceived as 
a part of the learning process (41). Once thr otion that "time controls 
me" takes hold, time becomes a potentially dangerous source of anxiety. 
The qualitative aspect of this is that when people find no meaning or 
negative meaning in their time usage on a continuing basis, their stress 
level increases (64). A classroom full of bored children is fertile ground 
for discipline problems. 

An individual's physical, social, and psychological space is another 
source of stress. Physical space that is cramped, rigid, and limited in 
utility is certain to produce tension and anxiety among the inhabitants. 
The way in which the classroom setting is defined — that is, how space is 
used— has much to do with the "stress index" of the students (30). In 
order for the physical environment to be supportive of productive learn- 
ing, it must be managed so that students can use all available space in 
useful ways, pursue learning in an active manner, and participate in 
adapting it to their learning needs (73). 

An individual's sense of personal and social space is also clearly linked 
to stress-related issues. For example, Byrnes (13) observes that forgotten 
children (students who go unnoticed in the classroom) appear to have no 
special place in the school. Knowing that one is a part of the social 
ecology is essential to mental health and overall cognitive functioning 
(22). 

One of the greatest sources of student stress i; a lack of knowledge of 
how to use the social rcology. Classrooms that facilitate social learning 
opportunities are more likely to promote students' mental health than 
are quiescent learning arrangements (14). Using physical, social, and 
psychological space effectively is a crucial life- management skill. Adults 
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who have a history of poor management behavior in this area are more 
likely to suffer from mess-related problems (34). 

How stressful any environment is can be determined by how people 
relate to each other in it. The ways people interact with each other create 
a pattern of relationships that support or impede their individual learn- 
ing efforts (7:). Peer conflicts, poor teacher-child relationships, and a 
lack of me a n i ngf ul linkages to the family promote stressful classroom 
corner*: Environments that lack a positive huma* rlationship dimen- 
sion td * to stimulate high amounts of stress. Pcllc, r (64) indicates that 
stress sources in the work environment include conflict with supervise rs, 
conflict with co-workers, job dissatisfaction, work overload, lack of sup- 
port, and negative interpersonal relationships. Similar findings have 
been repotted for classroom and school environments. Classrooms in 
which children are always quiet, lew work artifacts are displayed, and 
human social functions are always kept at a level cr formality are certain 
to create stress. Such contexts produce emotionally malnourished chil- 
dren and inhibit their full learning potential (7o>. 

A systematic approach to managing stress has proved successful; when 
people learn to anticipate, plan, and carry out strategies that reduce their 
stress, the/ enhance their development and learning potential (9). A 
management system for examic ; ig stress and planning for control of 
stress in various social contexts includes the following components: iden- 
tification of the major sources of stress, an in-depth analysis of the 
dimensions of stress in the specific context under study, and a systematic 
plan fbi aikyhcing the stress-inducing elements in the environment. 
Research findings support the notion ol' uivolving students in developing 
both stress-oianagement skills and a life style that promotes proactive 
living (64). In addition, classroom management schemes that encourage 
student involvement, focus on positive interpersonal relationships, en- 
courage the formation of positive self-concepts, ana provide time-space 
arrangements in which individual and group needs ran be met have been 
shown to promote mental health and eliminate negative stress (67). 
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Chapter 2 

SOURCES OF STRESS 



The literature on stress is clear on the following points: stress is a 
subjective response to a particular situation or series Of events; it influ- 
ences the individual's total body-mind system; it is controllable; and it 
has many sources including personal, social, psychological, and ecological 
sources (30). There are certain sources of stress that people will experi- 
ence during their normal development: childhood, adolescence, adult- 
hood, and the aging process. In addition, most people will experience 
separation anxiety when entering school, moving to a new community, 
losing a dose friend, acquiring a new job, and being involved in many 
other normal lif happenings (6). The "built-in" stressors of modem 
living, such as noise pollution, traffic jams, and rapid-paced living, are 
additional factors that influence people. Indeed, many researchers be- 
lieve that unhealthy levels of stress are a part of our contemporary life 
style (79). However, researchers also note that individuals control their 
own behavior, and, thus, the resolution to many stress-related issues lies 
in increasing people's skill in controlling their involvement in the envi- 
ronment (44). 



STRESS IS AN INDIVIDUAL'S RESPONSE TO LIFE 

The initial source of stress is in individual's response to a situation or 
series of events. This response is rased on a perception that the stressor is 
unsettling, anxiety producing, and disruptive to one's usual life pattern. 
Further, the perception is based on the individual's learning experiences, 
which have been acquired over the life span (8). Recent research on 
learning indicates that through a process of "patterning," one develops 
a perceptual orientation toward the environment and her or his resulting 
interactions in it (34). Thus, from early learning experiences an individ- 
ual establishes a framework for viewing the world and, through continual 
refinement, develops a life style (48). If this framework offers limited 
ways to assimilate and accommodate new experiences, the probability 
that this person will develop stress-related problems is quite high. How- 
ever, an individual who sees new ideas, different experiences, and new 
learning as exciting and rewarding is usually able to deal with stress in a 
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productive manner (29). 

Evidence suggests that high-stress behavior patterns are formed very 
eidjr to : r£z. For example, Elkind reports that young children who experi- 
epft V : "hurried child** syndrome appear to be establishing a stressed 
lii yte that will inhibit their full development: 

Perhaps £a most serious implication of this research is that patterns of reaction 
to stress established in childhood can be carried over into adulthood and be- 
come arionomous. Hurried children, tor example, may not show serious symp- 
toms in childhood but may carry with them patterns of emotional response that 
can lead to serious inees as adults. (19, p. 170) 

Individuals who tend to be abnormally dependent on events, things, 
and people external to themselves are mote stress ridden than are self- 
reliant people (48). Consider, for example, the child who is very depen- 
dent on others to initiate and implement problem-solving tasks. This 
child is certain to face new situations with high anxiety, especially when 
left to his or her own initiative. Erikson*s construct that young children 
need many positive experiences in initiating and resolving socioemotional 
issues supports the need to dew lop children's control skills (22, 24). 

The importance of well-being in each individual's response to life is 
clearly seen in the studies on stress. The meeting of basic needs, such as 
love, mist, nutrition, sleep, and physical health, is essential to human 
readiness to deal with stress (64). Current stress research substantiates the 
observation that people who lead deficits nented lives appear to be 
fearful, insecure, and fate filled. For example, children who suffer from 
poor nutrition, • negative family environment, and poor health are more 
likely to develop stress symptoms (39). 

Before an individual can create a personal framework for using life 
stress in creative, positive ways, s/he must develop proactive perceptual 
patterns. Control of one's actions emanates from a belief system. People 
with a totally negative view of the world and the future are not likely to 
search for options when dealing with concrete issues, such as work tasks, 
parenting, or social conflicts with peers. High-stress people have passive, 
rather rigid behavior patterns (58). Unable to analyze and plan in the 
face of certain stressors, many individuals (including children and adoles- 
cents) resort to defensive, impulsive, and inefficient modes of living 

Individuals who exhibit a high degree of control over their ecology 
usually have access to an important stress-management element: a strong 
interpersonal support system (44). Studies of stressed children, for exam- 
ple, report that "aloneness" is common among these children. Cut off 
from parents, teachers, friends, and peers, many children lack the hu- 
man resources needed for dealing with stress (52). A common scenario is 
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for the child to sen* high expectations from parents and teachers, to 
experience a rapid-paced life style, and to become highly frustrated in 
attempting to meet expectations without adequate resources or positive 
ways of dealing with this anxiety (5). Finding one's context to be unsup- 
potthrc and -uncaring is a major reason cited by adolescents for their 
- quiescence in the face of m*ay stressors (83). 

The complexity of society requires that people be rather creative and 
sophisticated in dealing with the issues of identity, social meaning, job 
skill*, and self-development. Because of the sabstantiated increases in 
stress-related diseases and problems, today's students must develop a 
high locus of internal control. This control cm best be fostered by 
assuring that children have their basic needs met, are piovided ample 
nurturing, become a meaningful part of the family-school-community 
context, receive educational experience in dealing with stress in proactive 
modes, and are encouraged to try new approaches to problem solving 
(37, 38). The alienation exhibited by stressed students can be alleviated 
by involving them in situations that validate and strengthen their roles in 
life (10). 



A WORLD OF STRESS 

The nature of modem life is such that some stress is inherent in 
everything people undertake. As technology has increased the number of 
choices people cm make, the tendency to choose more than one can 
handle has emerged as part of the American life style. Changes in the 
"ecology of living 9 * can be categorized into the following stress areas: 
technological stress, work stress, family stress, neighborhood-community 
stress, biosocial stress, and global stress (6, 23, 48). Whether occurring in 
isolation or in combination, these stress areas are a major source of 
individual and group problems. Of special importance is the fact thit 
these stressors can have a negative impact on the development and 
learning of children and adults. 

The outcomes and the life processes that have emerged from a century 
of technological change have created an inherently stressful life style. 
Individuals are exposed to massive amounts of information, expected to 
achieve a knowledge level never before experienced in human history, 
encouraged to adopt a "fast lane" style of functioning, and socialized to 
consume more than they produce (10, 64) Left uncontrolled, the 
techno-paced society can seduce people into a 1K<: pa' u ~n so stimulating 
that it erodes their power over an extended time pt f ' J. This cumulative 
stress affects people differently: some explode periodically, while others 
experience the damage later in life in the form of ulcers, heart disease, or 
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some v thcr psychobiological diseases (20, 34). The importance of having 
control over forces in the environment becomes evident when examining 
who is affected by the technology stress syndrome. People who are skilled 
in dealing with new ideas and who have a sense of control over their lives 
arc more effective in managing the dynamics of a constantly changing 
world (44, 49, 79). 

Adults identify work-related stress as a major impediment to their full 
functioning (32). Interestingly, children and adolescents identify school 
sows as a primary stressor. Work stress has many elements: boredom, 
excessive demands, low pay, personal conflicts with supervisors, negative 
influence on family contert, health hazards, mental stress, and combina- 
tions of these and other such elements (32, 34). Stressors that occur at 
woik or in relation to the work place can impact all aspects of an 
individual's life. High-technology, low-person -centered work places have 
been causally related to family problems, health concerns, and the emer- 
gence of alienation in adults and in children (. 2). The humanization of 
the work environment in terms of flexible schedules, closer relationships 
to family and community, and more reasonable job expectations is the 
positive result of worker input on how to create truly productive work 
places (10, 48). Employer investments in the quality of their employees' 
lives are a positive step toward reducing the amount of stress generated 
by the work place A similar modus operandi is being proposed to make 
schools less stre^ol and more appealing (29, 34, 67). 

The family is the context in which people attempt to share their stress 
and rebuild their integrity in order to deal with the external world. 
Thus, it is no surprise that family stress is the form of aaxicty that most 
people experience (3, 15, 35, 47). The continued rise in family maladies 
such as child and /or spouse abuse indicates that family burnout is be- 
coming a major social problem (5, 38). The work performance of adults 
and the school performance of children are negatively influenced by 
family problems. It appears that families are often overwhelmed by the 
stress that emerges from external sources as well as from dealing with role 
changes that are inherent in modern life. Marital conflict, economic 
problems, parent-child dissonance, and family-neighborhood problems 
are some of the stress situations families confront. Parents point to a 
"time-crunch" &nd a lack of resources as the major stressors families 
face. Time-management workshops and programs on communication 
skills have helped families deal with stress (7, 38, 84). 

Many families experience additional stressors as a result of their neigh- 
borhood or community context. Unsafe communities, for example, con- 
tribute co a rise in fear and, in effect, "require" human energy that 
could be used to promote better living conditions. The deterioration of 
many neighborhoods has also caused an increase in sociopsychological 
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problems (33, 48). Supportive neighborhoods provide people with re- 
sources to combat the stress they experience. For example, the availabil- 
ity of quality day care has been linked to more positive attitudes in 
parents toward their children and their work places (10). The community 
can increase people's control of stress through quality educational pro- 
grams (17, 30). 

Whether the result of other stressors or a primary source itself, bioso- 
dal stress is evidenced in many of the modem disease syndromes. For 
example, recent research has established linkages among many allergic 
reaction and high stress levels in people. Stress has also been related to 
heart disease, hypertension, ulcers, and other disorders. In some cases 
the source is a biological deficiency resulting from poor nutrition or other 
physical sources. In other cases the source may be psychosocial, as with 
severe depression. In many situations it is biosocial, meaning the causal 
elements are interrelated. Major improvements have taken place when 
individuals acquire skills in locating the stressors, receive help in dealing 
with them, and get involved in altering the conditions that promote the 
stressors (30, 48, 54). 

Children and adults are experiencing an increase in what might be 
called "global stress. 1 ' Mass communications have reduced the psycho- 
logical time and space in which people live. While in past centuries 
people were at least able to conceptualize a workable future, residents of 
today's global village often visualize a bleak future. Some social scientists 
point to world dynamics as one reason adults are less optimistic about 
the future. Nuclear power, global pollution, and regional wars have 
become a part of being alive. Mental health professionals indicate that 
children's fear of nuclear holocaust is now a key stressor in their lives. 
Left unchecked, this fear can be translated into other anxiety-related 
behaviors. One successful strategy for dealing with this 4 4 universal stress" 
is to involve people in actions that can influence things for the better 
(33 64, 68). 

It is evident that to be alive in modem times is to experience stress. 
Research on the ecology of human living indicates that people, given 
different circumstances and varying levels of skills, see stress in different 
ways. For example, adults tend to define stress in relation to specific 
events or patterns of events. Children are more likely to relate stress to 
anticipated situations or to contexts that are unclear, confusing, or too 
demanding (30). It is important to understand how and what people see 
as stressful ben use the resolution of chronic or cumulative stress is de- 
pendent on the individual's ability to gain control over the stressors (or 
control over how he or she reacts to them), and the longer a person 
identifies with stressors in negative, fearful modes, the more difficult it is 
to alter the context (30, 58, 65). 
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ADULT-PERCEIVED STRESS 



The difference between adult and child stress is exemplified by the 
case of the unemployed parent. To the parent it is a specific situation 
(toss of job and income) that is stressful. To the child it is not unemploy- 
ment that is cause for concern; rather, it is what unemployment does to 
the parent and what it does to her or his anticipated future that is 
a l a rmin g (6, 23). Adults identify thr following specific stressors as devas- 
tating: loss of spouse, loss of job, marital disintegration, major health 
problems, natural disasters such as flood, and loss of a child or close 
friend. Stress patterns that adults cite as negatively influencing their lives 
are continual hurrying, persistent interpersonal conflicts, ongoing finan- 
cial problems, a chronic sense of being overwhelmed, continued lack of 
support, and a pervasive feeling of loneliness (30, 32, 48, 64). 

Adults form their perceptions of what is stressful over their entire life 
span. Evidence suggests that early experience, bolstered by continuing 
educational situations, can influence a person to see events as either 
challenging or stressful. Dearly, certain happenings such as death or a 
catastrophe are stressful to everyone. Yet, research suggests that some 
people have developed positive ways of seeing and dealing with even the 
most traumatic situation. An analysis of adults who exhibit highly pro- 
ductive modes of dealing with stress reveals that they have developed a 
great deal of internal control over their life context. This sense of control 
enables them to sort out events in a meaningful way, to anticipate 
certain stressors, and to plan creative ways of using stress to their o*vn 
advantage (32 , 42, 49, 64). 

Since children copy adult ways of doing things, an understanding of 
adult-perceived stress is integral to planning programs that will help 
children respond to stress in positive ways. Children tend to internalize 
the stress experienced by their parents. What is even more critical is that 
children tend to adopt the coping strategies their parents use, and they 
seem to internalize the same perceptual orientation that has served their 
parents— whether in a positive or a negative way. Thus, an unintended 
cycle of stress can emerge unless some intervening steps are taken to alter 
the process (3, 6, 20, 27). 



CHILD-PERCEIVED STRESS 

Children experience stress as a very concrete process. Most of the stress 
experienced by young children relates to a sense of powerlessness. This 
sense of po*rrlessncss occurs in all children at some point, such as when 
they experience separation from their parents. However, this normal 
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sense of anxiety, while temporarily stressful, is not damaging to children. 
Research indicates that it is the continuing stress that emerges from 
children'; regular encounters with contexts in which they feel powerless 
that damages their self-image (19, 20, 21). 

Two adult-imposed situations appear to be at the center of stress as it 
is experienced by children (5, 10, 19, 51). One situation is that in which 
children are constantly expected to perform roles for which they are not 
developmental^ ready. For example, the child who is continually expect- 
ed to look after himself or herself for long periods of time is likely to 
develop seme anxiety about situations that he or she is unable to 
conceptualize. A second situation exists when children are emotionally 
overloaded by adult concerns and adult life styles. It is common, for 
example, for many children to spend the entire day in places away from 
the primary unit of the family. 

Research has identified many of the common sources of stress in 
children: developmental delays (which place children at a disadvantage 
in the home, school, and community), sex (boys are izore stress prone 
than girls), developmental stage of life (young children are stressed most 
by ecological imbalance, while older children are most fearful of specific 
items such as tests), dysfunctional and /or stress-inducing environments, 
poverty, illness, hospitalization, disasters, family problems, peer con- 
flicts, and school-related stressors (37, 38). 

While most adults have at least some means of coping with stress, 
children ate very dependent on the role models available in their envi- 
ronment. Lacking stress-management skills, many children develop such 
behavioral responses as constant aggression, sullen and defiant behavior, 
continual crying, taking pride in antisocial acts, an inability to carry out 
sustained activity, acting dull and unresponsive, excessive nervousness, 
hyperactivity, and extreme withdrawal (38). Children who experience 
continued negative stress are more likely to have major health problems 
and continued anxiety with social situations such as school (15, 27). 
Stressed children also seem to be more prone o high anxiety and to 
acquire a fate-filled perception of life (19, 20). 

Children who deal effectively with stress have five key qualities: social 
competence, problem-solving skills, self-confidence, independence, and 
an achievement orientation (19). These qualities seem to emerge in 
children who have productive family environments, access to creative 
problem solving, and security and continuity in their life space (38). 
Erikson's construct that children need to develop trust in their surround- 
ings before initiative and autonomy can evolve is certainly substantiated 
by the research on stress in children (24, 35, 39). The physical, psycho- 
logical, and social stresses experienced by many children dctc them from 
developing a trusting, inquisitive, and optimistic orientation to life. An 
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ecology that includes space, time, and resources for children to use in 
building a strong sense of self and a positive relationship with others is 
the best preventive medicine for stress (5, 9, 38). 



READINESS FOR DEALING WITH STRESS 

Dealing with stress is much like handling any learning experience; the 
more one is cognizant of the elements existent in the situation, the more 
likely it is that the person can handle it. Further, the larger the experien- 
tial repertoire is, the greater the chance is that an individual can transfer 
her or his knowledge and skills to new problems. In a similar sense, an 
individual who has limited skills for dealing with stress is likely to 
experience many unnecessary frustrations. Thus, it is not surprising that 
the person who is ill prepared to deal with stress has the most intense 
response to it (25, 29, 34). 

Three types of readiness need to be considered when dealing with an 
individual's potential for handling a stressful situation: developmental 
readiness, cognitive readiness, and psychosocial readiness (7, 20, 23, 60). 

Developmental readiness is related to a person's physiological status in 
terms of health, test, diet, and so. For example, an individual who is 
rated, in good health, and physically active is better prepared to deal 
with stress than is someone who is extremely tired and has a poor diet. 
Many stressed students who appear to be discipline problems are really 
sending signals that their physiological needs are being poorly met (37, 
41, 45, 54). Another aspect of this readiness area is the life stage (infan- 
cy, childhood, adolescence, or adulthood) of the individual. To expect a 
young child to act like an adult is to invite trouble and is certain to 
create mess in the child. Elkind (19, 20, 21) has detailed the many 
inappropriate expectations adults often have of children. For example, 
placing children in romantic situations for which the> are not develop- 
mentally ready will clearly cause stress. Unrealistic social and academic 
expectations on the part of teachers and parents is a major cause of stress 
and, thus, discipline problems, particularly when children and adoles- 
cents are provided little emotional support to handle these contexts (10, 
31, 55). One key to limiting the negative stress children and adolescents 
experience is to make sure that they are physically sound and involved in 
activities appropriate for their life stage. 

Studies of stress reactions indicate that cognitive readiness does in- 
crease an individual's ability to deal with problems (9, 75). The simple 
act of involving a person in choice making reduces stress and increases 
her or his interest in the situation (44). Knowing how different social 
contexts work reduces the time and energy needed for adapting to new 
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situations. For example, introducing students to new curricula or disci- 
pline elements in advance of their involvement increases their awareness 
of what will be expected when the new programs are implemented. The 
ability to respond to new situations is yet another cognitive skill that can 
reduce stress. Cognitive readiness enables students to anticipate stressors, 
examine problems rationally, and use creative strategies to resolve prob- 
lems. While cognitive readiness does not preclude stress, it does give 
people the skills to control their involvement in stress (7, 28, 29, 40). 

An individual's affective orientation toward self, others, and various 
life contexts is a majo* influence on how stress is handled. Langer (44), 
for example, has found that low self-concept is connected to a person's 
ability to solve problems. Purkcy and Novak (67) report that children 
with low self-esteem seem to be more easily frustrated and prone to 
respond in stressful ways. Perceptions of significant others also influence 
the way people relate to difficult circumstances. For example, students' 
dislike of certain teachers may increase their proclivity toward disruptive 
behavior. For jl variety of reasons, people develop negative feelings about 
specific places. School anxiety has been linked to such a fear, and resolv- 
ing that phobia or fear is critical to helping students construct more 
positive attitudes toward school (8, 21, 22, 41). 

Individuals who are physically sound, intellectually skilled, and psy- 
chologically secure are likely to deal with most stress in a productive 
manner. While many stressors are of an ecological nature, many stress- 
prone individuals appear to increase their "risk" by entering into situa- 
tions for which they are unprepared. 



IDENTITY ANXIETY: TODAY'S MAJOR STRESS 

Social scientists appear to agree that modem stress is most intense in 
terms of developing a secure identity. While people may "see" the work 
place, school, or family as a major source of stress, it is likely that most 
people are really expressing their frustration over being unable to define 
themselves as valid and meaningful parts of the world (22, 23, 24). This 
identity anxiety surfaces in suicide, disruptive behavior, sullenness, apa- 

y, hyperactivity, and a myriad of other syndromes. 

People with little identity — that is, individuals who do not see them- 
selves as special and as critically needed in the world— are usually charac- 
terized by some common deficits. One of these deficits is a lack of 
multiple nurturing experiences. A cold, hostile, and mechanistic ecology 
is sure to produce an anxiety-ridden child. Another deficit appears to 
exist in their lack of adult guidance and support. A strong identity is 
possible only when people have role models they can learn from. Finally, 
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anxiety-ridden people have a history of experiencing life in a fate-filled 
manner. lacking in support and guidance, many children and adoles- 
cents fail to develop the skills for meaningful interpersonal involvement 
(27, 37). 

People can and have developed healthy identities. Strong support 
systems, caring environments, and socioeducational designs that empow- 
er people to interact in productive ways are keys to having a healthy 
citizenry. It is clear that a major task is to create families, schools, and 
communities that value people. The healthy people who are the result of 
such an ecology will then have the skills to transform stressors into 
growth experiences (59, 61). 
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Chapter 3 

STRESS IN SCHOOLS AND CLASSROOMS 



Stress in any context influences all of the settings connected to it. A 
child who is hyperactive at home does not alter his or her behavior 
drastically when entering other environments. The indicators of human 
stress, such as crime and mental illness, that occur in the community are 
also evident in the schools. Excessive stress presents a special problem for 
teachers and students because it impedes the teaching-learning process. 
Not only does stress have a negative influence on an individual's physiol- 
ogy but also it tends to create a high level of sociopsychological anxiety 
in groups (2, 3, 11, 34). For example, it has been documented that 
disruptive and aggressive school behavior patterns increase the anxiety 
level of everyone in the school. In effect, a pattern of high stress in 
schools can create a school burnout cycle in which all the participants 
spend their energy on issues related to fear. 

There is a normal range of stress in any school or classroom. Tasks 
must be completed, new information acquired, and various skills applied 
to new problems. It is the unhealthy level of suess that has the potential 
to erode the integrity of the educational program. School and classroom 
stress emanates from within the school context and torn the sources of 
functioning that the participants bring with them to school (47, 48). 
Students, teachers, and other school staff often bring in the psychologi- 
cal stress that is a pan of their lives outside the school. For example, a 
child may be under a great deal of stress at home because of her or his 
parents' marital problems. In such cases the child is negatively influ- 
enced by the home situation, usually performs erratically in school, and 
can negatively influence the behavior of others (35). Teacher* who are 
suffering from excessive stress as a result of personal or financial prob- 
lem'* do not usually leave their personal lives at home. In fact, evidence 
suggests thiT a teacher's personal life-orientation is a major influence on 
the social and psychological makeup of the classroom (2, 78). 

Within school and classroom settings there are many potential causes 
of stress: teacher behavior, classroom organization, curriculum focus, 
student relationships, program philosophy, discipline code, and parent- 
citizen involvement (3, 21, 5^). It is natural for some stress to evolve 
from school and classroom actions. Excessive stress that pervades the 
school ecology, however, is damaging not only to students and teachers 
but also to the total community. 
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DIMENSIONS OF SCHOOL STRESS 

Research has revealed three dimensions of school stress that cause most 
of the problems related to student and teacher behavior: time, space, 
and human relations. 



Time 

lime can be a major source of school stress. The quantitative and the 
qualitative elements of time influence the ways in which people beh-*e. 
Both these elements exist in all human interactions and influence those 
interactions in various ways. For example, the amount of time that we 
spend oola activity or the an* junt of time that we are given to complete 
an activity is very revealing of our value structure. The pace at which we 
do things also influences our behavior and may affect our value orienta- 
tion (33). How we use time is the qualitative aspect of this dimension of 
stress. Sleeping, eating, working, and playing are, in effect, qualities of 
life that help to define who people are and, in some sense, set a direc- 
tion for their future. When people ask about the quality of an experi- 
ence, they are asking about how time is used in relation to the individ- 
ual's perceived well-being. In this sense any school activity can be viewed 
as nigh quality or low quality depending on how the participants per- 
ceive it. Thus, the quantitative and qualitative elements of time are 
major sources of school stress (19, 37, 55, 59). 

Common quantitative time stressors identified by students and teach- 
ers include rigid schedules, poorly organized schedules, inadequate time 
frames, and too little time for transition activities (2, 73, 78). Research 
indicates that when time is seen as rigidly controlling one's behavior, it 
becomes a negative stressor and impedes human functioning. Thus, a 
major problem in many schools is that teachers and students see the 
school day as something to "get through" as opposed to seeing it as a 
source of learning. Another time stressor cited by school inhabitants is 
the poor organization of schedules. Just as time can be too tightly 
planned, it can also be left too open. Poor scheduling can lead to 
student confusion over what is to be done when and where. Chaos can 
result, and unnecessary stress is certain to accompany such predicaments 
(39, 46, 73). 

Two factors that students identify as very stressful are these: (1) having 
too little time to achieve certain tasks, and (2) not having enough time 
to make the shift to new activities. In sessions with school counselors, 
students express their frustration over not having enough time to com- 
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plete schoolwork. Students and teachers sense the stress of "crunched 
tune" and often exhibit their frustration in nonproductive behavior such 
as high absenteeism and uncooperative attitudes (21, 67, 73). It is true 
that some anxiety related to time frames results from the fact that 
participants have poor time-management skills. Yet, the quantitative 
time dement is still a source of stress that must be addressed. 

Qualitative elements of time th«t are identified as major sources of 
school stress include lack of input on what school time is used for, too 
much -time wasted on meaningless rituals, school activities that often 
have little to do with real learning, and too much time spent on testing 
(19, 37, 55, 66). Depending on the school context, raany students 
express clear dissatisfaction with how school time is used. For example, 
even in good schools, students complain that most of the day is spent on 
impersonal tasks that add little to their learning and development. Some 
teachers sense this same stress and point to class size and administrative 
directives as primary causes of this problem (73, 82). Children and 
adolescents have a strong desire to learn about themselves and their 
environment. When this desire is left unattended, it negatively influ- 
ences the students' total learning system. The "cipher in the classroom" 
is becoming more prevalent and might signal a need for schools to renew 
their commitment to personalized education (12, 13, 22). 

The tendency in impersonal ecologies is to overprogram time with 
fairly homogeneous tasks. Student complaints that they rarely have input 
into b w time is used aie substantiated Dy studies of school climate. In 
far too many cases the program is totally adult directed. In schools in 
which students are given a significant role in determining the content of 
the day, stress is reouced and pride in the school increases (21, 28, 29, 
33, 67). One of the major stress-reduction skills is controlling self-ervi- 
ronment contexts in productive ways. Thus, school leaders should pro- 
vide students with time-management experiences through which they 
can strengthen their planning skills (29. 44). 

While rituals can be useful in creating school pride, many students 
and teachers feel stressed by the number of meaningless rituals. Each 
school should examine such practices as assemblies, daily announce- 
ments, and cafeteria policies to determine the extent to which they 
meet — or fail to meet— student and teacher needs. For example, one 
ritual — testing — is clearly abused in many schools. Many tests are used 
for punishment, teacher convenience, or academic appearances. Howev- 
er, when rituals such as testing are appropriately used as a part of the 
instructional process, they can actually increase student skills. When a 
significant number of students and teachers perceives the content of 
schooling as dysfunctional, the stage is set for high stress and poor 
behavior (39, 48, 55, 73). 
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Sp*ce 

School stress is also related to the physical, psychological, and social 
space of the teaching-learning process. Schools that lack adequate physi- 
cal space, art unsafe, lack aesthetic appeal, and are not designed to 
accommodate individual needs are very stressful (38, 47). The physical 
design of th schoo* should provide students with many opportunities to 
develop and learn. L should be an "inviting" place; students, teachers, 
and citizens should feel a sense of personal pride in what takes place 
tHere (68). 

A psychological sense of space is also critical to productive school 
behavior. Students and teachers who feel isolated from the school's 
programs are not only potential stress victims but also potential drop- 
outs. Schools that are rigid in haa Ung "people issues" tend to promote 
negative stress. Wlien students have the opportunity to define at least 
part of the school context, they are able to eliminate many stressors and 
acquire skills in stress management (28, 40). 



Human Relations 

Significant learning about how to manage stress should take place in 
the social space in which teaching and learning occur. The existence of 
student councils, drama clubs, pet* teams, informal social events, said 
other planned social outlets gives evidence of some validity to the con- 
struct that learning is enhanced through socialization arrangements. It is 
duouffh contacts with others (peers, teachers, counselors, etc.) that stu- 
dents acquire feedback on how to respond appropriately to different 
learning situations. The opportunity to learn from each other is essential 
for healthy development in people and is a major strategy for preventing 
or resolving many stres* related issues (9, 14, 40, 53, 59). Environments 
that allow little self-development, discourage human teaming, and foster 
* SC OSC of **** m P*°& e m ccrtain to be filled with stress (37, 76) 

Assessments of school ecologies identify the affective dimension as 
symbolic of the school's philosophy. The action philosophy of a school is 
evident in teacher attitudes, student perception, parent-citizen support, 
and actual day-to-day transactions. Schoolr in which students are viewed 
as incapable, negative, and unruly promote psychosocial stress. People 
who believe in and respect one another provide themselves with a human 
relations framework that precludes many stressors. Schools are usually 
healthy and positive places in which to teach and learn when humor, 
sensitivity, empathy, consta nive problem solving, and mutual support 
are a part of the environment (33, 40, 61). 
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DIMENSIONS OF CLASSROOM STRESS 



Classroom stress is an extension of school stress; it is influenced by and 
is a potential contributor to school stress. On the other hand, it is in the 
classroom that teachers can have a major impact on stress-related con- 
cerns. It i% true that for many students their major stressors exist outside 
the classroom; yet, research indicates that classrooms can also induce a 
great deal of stress (18, 55, 73). For example, it has been shown that 
classrooms in which there is an excessive amount of disruptive behavior 
are also characterized by high levels of stress (67, 77). The design and 
management of time, space, and human relations can promote stress or 
act as a preventive force. 



Time 

The way in which time is organized and used can be called the "time 
press" of the classroom. In other words, the method in which time is 
used creates a framework for what can and cannot happen in the class- 
room. For example, if the entire class period is used for lecture, many 
student questions will go unanswered, creating needless anxiety over the 
meaning of various aspects of the content. Another time-related problem 
occurs when teachers try to cover too much material in a very short 
period. Such a predicament can cause anxiety in both teachers and 
students. When the classroom time schedule is too rigid and filled with 
events that are of little value to the students, boredom often remits. Key 
indicators of oaor time usage include too many mechanical learning 
routines, an over-reliance on teacher-dominated activities, and too many 
extended large-group sessions. When time is used ineffectively, the like- 
lihood of negative stress increases, and the amount of time students have 
to explore and develop their natural capacities is limited (5, 33, 39). 

An undemanding of how time and human learning/ development 
interface is essential to promoting a sound instructional program. Chil- 
dren and adolticents experience rime as a natural part of learning and 
use it to extend and refine their personal development. Mechanistic- 
quantitative time schemes do not allow for the exploration that is inher- 
ent in all meaningful learning (34). When students are able to partici- 
pate in shaping the time frame for learning, they are less likely to 
perceive this element of school as stressful. 

When time is viewed as a resource, teachers involve students in plan- 
ning how to use it to meet individual as well as group needs. It is no 
surprise that Miss James is not bothered because William is spending so 
much time on his painting of Lake Canton. She does not expect students 

26 



ERJC 



28 



to use time in a homogeneous manner. Her point is this: students must 
leara to "plan" their use of time to meet their needs as well as their 
responsibilities. Thus, part of the day is set aside for choice making and 
part for meeting needs common to all students. 

Langer's work (44) on developing control- building skills in people 
confirms Miss James's viewpoint on time usage. Individuals who have no 
choice in shaping their involvement in various contexts experience frus- 
tration and impotence, and react in passive or aggressive ways. The 
potential for negative stress (and resulting discipline problems) increases 
as the students' involvement in managing time usage decreases (33, 44). 
One way to apply this idea to the teaching situation is to look at the 
daily schedule in relation to the "time-management'' plan. R>r exam- 
ple, does the teacher make all the decisions regarding how time is used? 
Is time always "slotted" for accomplishing teacher-defined tasks? Time 
is something to be shared among all the participants in the classroom. 
Involving children and ourselves in planning daily schedules together can 
strengthen everyone's decision-making skills and ultimately result in a 
program that uncovers many hidden talents (10, 14, 61). 

A related time element is what we c with students: How do we 
spend class time? Are we doing some activities too often, without a real 
purpose, or in a rather debunking fashion? Testing is one such practice 
that often ends up becoming a source of irritation as opposed to a useful 
learning tool. Excessive testing, unfair assessment practices, and inappro- 
priate use of test/assessment results are clear stressors to students and 
teachers alike. Another practice that deserves attention is the overuse of 
teacher- talk. Diversifying time usage through peer-group learning, stu- 
dent-initiated actions, and project-oriented practices has been related to 
meaningful, cooperative instructional schemes (14, 53, 55, 77). 

T *Tie is experienced individually, culturally, and within a develop- 
mental framework. Clearly, no classroom management scheme „ould or 
should achieve a perfect relationship among these variables. Yet, it is 
equally obvious that some consonance must exist among individual body 
time, cultura? aic, time as dictated by one's stage of development, and 
classroom time % ? 3). Teachrrs who become aware of student-time orien- 
tation (through observation of behavior and recognition of personal hab- 
its) can prevent high levels of stress. An example of poor time pacing 
exists when young children are expected to function in the same manner 
as older children. Naturally, in such cases the children who cannot meet 
the time expectations of the teacher will feel inadequate. Pacing time 
according to the unique needs of students not only reduces stress but 
also increases the potential for student talents to emerge in a productive 
fashion (19, 20, 33, 76). 
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Space 

Space is another constant in the classroom context. Research indicates 
that space usage can either stimulate or impede learning. The "space 
press" of the classroom has three elements: physical, psychological, and 
social space (33, 48). Too little physical space or inappropriate use of 
available space creates the potential for stress. Expecting children to 
function in adult-size furniture, for example, is certain to spawn prob- 
lems. Crowding adolescents into rgid and small environments can exag- 
gerate behavior problems that might be more manageable in a function- 
al setting. If students have a sense of impotence in their physical 
surroundings, stress-related actions such as shoving and pushing are like- 
ly to occur (29, 40, 67). 

To create a positive "space press," the physical environment should 
be arranged so that enough space exists for students to pursue active 
learning, students can use the space in meaningful ways, students can 
modify the space to suit their learning thrusts, and students feel a sense 
of responsibility for taking care of their environment (61). 

Flexible, but ordered space allows students and teachers to manage 
their actions in productive ways, thus decreasing the potential for un- 
healthy stress, it is important that productive space be "incomplete." 
Children and adolescents are highly active and physically oriented toward 
constructing things and filling space with the representations of their 
ideas (34). Space that is filled with adult-developed materials is unlikely 
to encourage students to dtveicp their talents. Involving students in 
shaping their space, in taking responsibility for maintaining the physical 
setting, and in acquiring skills for using space effectively are positive 
means of preventing stress in the classroom (33, 39, 77). 

The most critical aspect of space is the psychological space that stu- 
dents sense as they define themselves as successful, growing learners (10, 
33). Research indicates that students who see themselves as "partici- 
pants" in the classroom ecology acquire the self-confidence they need to 
become autonomous decision makers (44, 54). A positive "psychological 
press" exists in classrooms in which children and adolescents are treated 
as unique individuals and the learning design centers around supporting 
each student's interests and talents. The following questions will help 
guide teachers in examining the psychological context of their 
classrooms: 

1. Are students known and respected? That is, do students feel that 
they are a significant part of the classroom context? 

2. Do students feel at ease in questioning what happens in the class- 
room environment? Indeed, are students encouraged to express 
their opinions in various 'ways? 
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3. Do students sec their work displayed and shared with others? Are 
students involved in a variety of activities through which to devel- 
op their individual strengths? (31, 53, 66) 

Students develop a sense of fright and flight when they feel closed in 
or overwhelmed. Students under such stress direct their energy toward 
escaping or transforming the situation, and, thus, they reduce their 
constructive participation in classroom learning. 

Studies of classroom ecologies indicate that students experience ex- 
treme psychological stress when the following conditions occur on a 
continuing basis: the personal dimension of learning is neglected, stu- 
dent differences arc not accommodated, rigid student expectations are 
enforced without regard to students' developmental and cultural traits, 
few opportunities exist for student input in the classroom design, and 
hostile and negative attitudes are prevalent in the classroom (76). Rigidly 
defined classroom systems do not promote the psychological health of 
students or teachers, whereas flexibility, sensitivity, and viability make 
for positive mental health (8, 48, 61). 

Studies reveal that students and teachers want the following in their 
psycho logical space: a sense of security, a structure that allows for self- 
growth, meaningful contacts with others, validation that one is impor- 
tant to the functioning of the group, and room to diverge from the 
group when necessary to carry out new ideas (22, 23, 24). Thus, in 
planning the physical and /or social arrangement of the classroom, teach- 
ers must always return to this question: What does this arrangement do 
to the individual's sense of psychological space? For example, do teacher 
and students have a place in the classroom to pursue their individual 
talents? The planning of psychological space should focus on the follow- 
ing: respecting and nurturing each person's individuality, accepting and 
valuing each individual's ideas, encouraging student inquiry, fostering 
student expressiveness and exploration, and integrating various student 
cultural orientations into the instructional program (10, 22, 67). 

Social space provides teachers and students with an arena in which to 
expand and refine their individuality as well as to build group identity 
(8, 23). Through social interchange, students not only acquire group 
functioning skills but also learn how to use their environment as a 
learning resource. The use of positive instructional strategies such as peer 
learning teams, group problem-solving tasks, friendship networks, and 
related social-learning approaches will help students achieve social com- 
petence (14, 75, 77). 

Classrooms that confine the social development of children and ado- 
lescents to adult-defined parameters are certain to dull inquisitive minds 
and foster unhealthy stress (19, 20). A good mix of guidance and frce- 
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dam allows children and adolescents to explore the environment in a 
natural manner. Following are some important questions regarding the 
social space of the classroom: 

1. Are students encouraged to use each other and the teacher as 
resources for learning? 

2. Art studeats encouraged to resolve their differences through mutu- 
al planning? 

3. Are students involved in leadership development experiences? 

4. Art students involved in taking care of the classroom? 

5. Art special achievements and special events recognized through 
classroom rituals? 

Aggression, hostility, and passive behavior patterns are likely to sur- 
face in contexts that restrict free social interchange among the partici- 
pants (77). Children and adolescents have a strong natural proclivity to 
relate to others, and when this is imped* d, unnecessary stress is created 
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Well-designed classrooms encourage students to create a meaningful 
social context. Through involvement in informal work areas and in social 
and recreational outlets, as well as in the formal instructional program, 
students can be stimulated to learn about each other and how to support 
each other in their personal and social development (24). Students (as 
well as teachers and parents) must have access to each other; they must 
be able to share their thoughts, ask questions, and learn to deal with 
their disagreements in positive ways. The goal in designing classroom 
space is not to have the teacher control it but rcther to involve students 
in shaping it so that they can become effective in controlling their lives. 
As students see their artifacts exhibited and their ideas integrated into 
the classroom ecology, they will acquire self-confidence and expand their 
perceptions of their potential to relate to varying situations in harmoni- 
ous ways (77). 

Human Relations 

How people relate to one another in various contexts can be called the 
"human relationship press." In other words, the way people treat each 
other creates a pattern of relationships that supports or impedes their 
individual learning efforts (77). It is through human transactions that 
ideas are shared and products developed and refined . 

Positive human relationships strengthen the learning environment by 
creating a high trust level among students and teachers. When students 
take an interest in each other's accomplishments and sense a positive 
group ethos, stress is rarely a problem. A positive "human relationship 
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press]' includes actions such as caring, sharing, exhibiting sensitivity, 
stowing respect, extending courtesy, expressing concern, and generally 
behaving in ways that support productive social learning. Classrooms in 
which human relationships are rarely nurtured suffa from emotional 
malnutrition. It is impossible for students to learn how to deal with 
themselves and others in positive ways when the daily program leaves 
little or no rime for such activities (84). 

Teacher actions that promote positive human interactions among stu- 
dents are the most valuable of any teaching behaviors (77). Such behav- 
ior » exhibited by the teacher who "plans" for the time and space 
necessary for students tc practice human relationship skills; instructional 
rime is planned with the notion that children will help each other, and 
learning centers are designed to encourage human interaction. Another 
example is the teacher who takes time each day to interact with students 
about topics of concern to them. Classroom arrangements that promote 
caring are certain to stimulate a healthy stress in students and to influ- 
ence their social and moral development in positive ways. Some ques- 
tions to guide assessment of the human relationship context of the 
classroom are as follows: 

1. Take stock of your relationships with students and other staff 
members. Are you responsive to student interests, concerns, and 
ideas? Do you consider the needs of other staff in your professional 
decisions? 

2. Examine how you use the time and space facets of the curriculum. 
Is time so tightly scheduled that students' feelings are never dealt 
with? Is the psychological climate of the das? room conducive to 
warm, positive relationships? 

3. Arc parents encouraged to develop supportive and mutually re- 
warding relationships with their children? Are parents invited to 
visit the classroom and participate in the program? 

In positive classroom settings, students, patents, and teachers develop 
respect for each other and internalize constructive ways of relating and 
responding to their individual and common concerns. The management 
of time, space, and human relationships in a manner that promotes the 
unique and active involvement of every student is the basic goal of 
quality educational programs. It is through interpersonal validation, ac- 
tive participation, and harmonious relationships that students acquire 
the foundation for becoming lifelong learners. Therefore, teachers who 
allow rime and make room for children and adolescents to undert^e 
their personal learning journey are certain to influence these student in 
invaiuable ways. 
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THE IMPACT OF CLASSROOM STRESS 



While most researchers have focused on its negative aspects, stress does 
have some positive features. Without stress, it would be impossible to 
learn or to teach for new levels of functioning. The keys to using stress in 
a productive fashion and to designing situations that prompt healthy 
stress in students are a knowledge of how individuals function and an 
understanding of an effective classroom setting. 

In the proper context, stress can have a positive impact on student 
bebtmor (7, 29). A good example of healthy stress in students occurs 
when they are motivated to solve problems that are of inherent interest 
to them. Mr. Johnson has students examine environmental issues by 
carrying out research in the community. He helps them get started but 
allows them plenty of latitude to explore issues from many different 
viewpoints. In an class Miss Rankin involves students in creating collages 
for a local exhibition in a nearby shopping mall. Projects such as these 
prompt healthy stress and provide positive directions for student talents. 

Healthy stress that emerges within positive, supportive classrooms has 
many useful outcomes: it tends to increase student motivation to learn, 
it strengthens student morale, it offers students opportunities to expand 
their problem-solving skills, it tends to decrease student behavior prob- 
lems, and it strengthens skills the students need to manage their person- 
al lives (10, 14, 19). 

Good teachers support students as they learn how to use stressors in 
creative, positive ways (7, 77). When students learn hew to turn negative 
situations into learning experiences, they have acquired an invaluable 
stress-management strategy. For example, Mr. Hayes has been helping 
John, a fifth grader, develop better study habits. He has helped John 
plan his weekly work better and, thus, has reduced John's anxiety over 
being late with assignments. Mrs. Balboni has been working with many 
of her third grade students on identifying the positive aspects of their 
behavior. She says, "It has helped them to at least focus on some of the 
positive aspects of life." Research supports her efforts in that positive 
self-image and proactive social interaction are related to productive stu- 
dent behavior (77, 78). 

A classroom orientation toward positive stress usage also has a con- 
structive impact on teacher behavior (78). When teachers and students 
are involved in meaningful instructional activities, teachers tend to im- 
prove their pedagogical style. When teachers are encouraged to experi- 
ment and develop their unique teaching talents, a positive stress is 
produced in which many creative ideas can be explored. Teacher-child 
interactions, relationships with peers, parental contacts, and instructional 
planning are improved when the stress orientation of the classroom is 
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po»itm(2,78). 

Teacher efforts to resolve negative stress situations in the classroom can 
resultin positive happenings. For example, it is known that teachers who 
successfully resolve discipline problems tend to gain self-confidence and 
improve their classroom control skills. Additional examples of how teach- 
ers can use challenging situations to create positive outcomes in the 
classroom and in their professional efforts include the following: design- 
ing flexible learning arrangements and, thus, maximizing available re- 
source; improving classroom management skills through continued pro- 
fessional development experiences; maintaining regular contacts with 
parents; engaging in personal renewal activities such as time-manage- 
ment programs; and setting aside regular class time for interacting with 
students on issues of concern to them (18, 32, 47, 78). 

When uegetm stress is permttve ttnd continuous, it can have a devas- 
tating mfmt on all concerned. When people perceive stressors as poten- 
tially harmful and see themselves as unable to alter the situation, a 
damaging outcome is likely. If negative stress continues unabated, an 
mdmdual's total system is negatively influenced. In some cases the 
damage may not surface until later, but in many cases it manifests itself 
almost immediately in a variety of ways (6, 12, 19). Researchers have 
documented that stress can erode the physical, psychological, cognitive 
and soaoemotkmal fabric of people (37, 38). 

Children under heavy stress suffer from various problems: ill reelings, 
distorted cognition, antisocial actions, and physiological dysfunction, 
mom, Cheney, and Snoddy (7) cite the following common stress reac- 
aoas among children: constant crying, extreme withdrawal, excessive 
fighting, drastic mood shifts, unusual depression, poor achievement, 
failure to complete simple tasks, constant tardiness, truancy, impulsive- 
ness, hyperactivity, physical sickness, and constant daydreaming. It is 
natural for all children to respond to occasional suess in such ways, but 
when these responses characterize a child's pattern of daily functioning, 
they signal a serious disruption in her or his system. 

Elkind (19) proposes that the "hidden impact" of stress may be more 
serious than the symptomatic responses. When children suffer from high 
levels of any type of stress (positive or negative), their ability to perform 
with any consistency will eventually be eroded. Constant disruption of 
the child's homeostasis creates an erratic pattern of "highs and lows" 
that makes it difficult to learn and develop in productive ways (39). The 
corisonance that provides the child with a framework for internalizing 
reasoned responses to life situations is destroyed when the child experi- 
ences constant disruptions. Thu« a major result of stress can be the 
destruction of the child's life system. Without such a system for respond- 
ing to life, the child is confronted with constant confusion, develops 
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poor social and cognitive behaviors, usually loses self-confidence, and 
experiences many difficulties functioning in the classroom (29, 44, 68). 

Stressed children experience more failure, have difficulties with peers, 
tend to withdraw from challenge, and are likely to face future social 
problems unless they gain control of their situation (29, 32). The de- 
struction of self-confidence is the "core" result of childhood stress. It 
can occur quietly, going unnoticed by others, or it can surface in periodic 
outbursts of anger. Either way, the child acquires a sense of helplessness 
that prompts a cycle of unproductive behavior that can delimit the 
potential of his or her life (19, 23, 24, 23). 

Classroom teachers are especially vulnerable to the negative facets of 
stress. In many respects teachers are the receivers of multiple stressors 
passed to them by children, parents, peers, and personal friends. Swick 
and Hanley (78) explicate the major indicators of stressed teachers: cc. 
stant irritability, excessive absenteeism, poor work performance, unusual 
social withdrawal, negative perceptions of students, poor human rela- 
tionships, and low self-image. Teachers functioning in "stressed class- 
rooms" — in which space is minimal, resources limited, class size large, 
and student-related problems excessive— are likely to confront many di- 
rect challenges to their self-confidence. Alschuler (2), for example, de- 
scribes the "burnout cycle" that many teachers experience as symptom- 
atic of the serious problems that exist in many classrooms. 

A continuous erosion of control skills in teachers is a clear result of 
stress. Energy is misdirected toward the anxiety experienced as a result of 
various problems, and many necessary management practices are neglect- 
ed. The cycle can continue to unfold as the poorly managed classroom 
creates even more stress and raises teacher anxiety to even higher levels. 
As actual control skills deteriorate, perceived mastery related to interac- 
tions in the environment is also negatively influenced (29, 44). 

Teacher interactions with students arc dramatically altered under high 
levels of stress. While "healthy" teachers tend to respond to student 
questions in a positive manner and relate to their concerns cmpathetical- 
ly, stressed teachers tend to react defensively and often create a psycho- 
logical wall around themselves. When teachers perceive students in nega- 
tive ways, there is less interaction between them, and the contacts that 
do occur are usually punitive, authoritarian, and/or impersonal (31, 33, 
67). Cycles of negative interpersonal student-teacher relationships are 
certain to create more stress in the classroom until a proactive approach 
to controlling stress and promoting an effective set of teacher behaviors is 
taken (77, 78). 

A loss of optimism about future events is certainly a dangerous situa- 
tion because people function in relation to their projections of future 
possibilities. Teachers functioning under high levels of stress have a bleak 



outlook about che future. They tend to be cynical, pessimistic, and 
isolated from actions that might produce positive outcomes. In many 
cases this poor future image becomes a framework for current actions 
such as inadequate planning, minimal instructional activities, and little 
orno involvement in professional growth (73, 78). Various terms have 
been used to describe teachers who are victims of this process: static, 
stressed, incompetent, and burned out (2). Langer (44) warns that indi- 
yiduab who see themselves and their ecology as fate-filled tend to remain 
in a state of continuous deterioration. 

Stressed teachers, especially those who have entered into a continuous 
pattern of burnout, seem to retreat from the process that they need 
most: the renewal cycle. Once teachers form negative life views and see 
little hope for improvement, they gr? dually pull back from meaningful 
personal and professional involvements (67, 78). Erikson (24) observes 
that bitterness and excessive guilt are symptomatic of adult impotence in 
the face of the generativity /despair crisis. Finding sources of renewal in 
one's personal achievements and in the progress seen in the ecology is 
cntkal to having a positive adult identity (43, 59). The erosion of 
teacher integrity that occurs during negative stress contributes to the 
formation of despair and, thus, greatly reduces the possibility of having 
useful renewal experiences (2, 24, 78). 

The psychological isolation of parents from classroom events is directly 
rdated to stress. Parents are affected by whatever happens to their chil- 
dren, and the stress children experience at school is transferred to rela- 
tionships at home. Parents react in many ways to excessive classroom 
stress; the result may be an increase in conflicts with theu children, the 
development of negative attitudes toward the school, a reduction of 
involvement with the teacher, a reduction of effectiveness in other activi- 
ties such as in the work place, and a loss of faith in the educational 
process (8, 32, 69). The three most alarming results of classroom stress as 
it impacts parents are these: (1) the alteration of their relationships with 
their children, (2) the increase in their isolation from what happens to 
their child in the classroom, and (3) the damage to the parental self- 
concept that can occur in such cases (29, 76). 

The stress that children most often complain about to parents is that 
related to school failure or other dysfunctional events that occur in the 
classroom. When such complaints are continuous, intense, and clearly 
reflective of a lowered self-concept in the child, parents seem to change 
their orientation toward the child. Parents may become more rigid in 
their interactions with the child, reduce their support of the child, wnd 
place unreasonable demands on the child. Unless this type of parent- 
child relationship is corrected, additional stress emerges and the situation 
can become unmanageable (38, 55). 
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Alienation between parent and child is the most devastating of all 
possible consequences of stress on parents. The intensity of classroom 
stress can c*paur the child and stimulate the conditions that promote 
alienation. 'JNJs is especially pertinent to cases in which parents do not 
see the possibility of changing their child's situation in the classroom. 
For example, when parents have failed in their efforts to alleviate class- 
loom stressors, such as peer conflicts or misconceptions by the teacher, 
they may withdraw their psychological involvement in the child's prob- 
lem. This alienation tends to destroy both family integrity and any hope 
of improving the child's school position (5, 10). 

Ultimately, parental self-concept is damaged by the negative stress the 
child experiences at school. Parents often blame themselves for what 
happens to the child. Another typical response is for parents to lay the 
blame totally on the teacher or the school administration. Parents with a 
low self-concept usually feel a sense of helplessness, an inability to ana- 
lyze problems, and a corresponding sense of being overwhelmed. Irratio- 
nal behaviors, such as withdrawing from school involvement, blaming 
the teacher, and formulating unreasonable requests of school officials, 
arc the actions of insecure and stressed parents (29, 38). 

Stress is an interactional process that is rarely confined to one context. 
It affects all those who arc connected to the individuals involved and can 
even extend to systems that originally had little to do with the stress. 
Classroom stress is often the result of many sources that come together in 
the educational arena and, thus, it influences these same sources in 
various ways. Like a cancer, stress can spread through the school, family, 
and community in subtle, yet damaging ways. Research points out that 
reasoned behavior is the key antidote to stress, and because the classroom 
serves as a bridge between many systems, it is a logical place in which to 
apply the skills of management and control to alleviate the possible 
dangers of this destructive force. 
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Chapter 4 

STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH 
CLASSROOM STRESS 



The multiplicity of sources of classroom stress provides unlimited po- 
tential for dealing with the problem. A basic finding of stress research is 
that while many people seem prone to anxiety when certain events occur, 
many other people use stressors as challenges to improve their situation. 
Various studies suggest that people have more power to control stress 
than they commonly use (6, 25, 30, 64). Teachers face an uncommon 
situation in that they are confronted with a group situation in which the 
potential for stress is very high. Yet, teachers and other helping profes- 
sionals have many resources to draw on in dealing with stress-related 
issues. Strategies for dealing with classroom stress can be organized into 
three categories: prevention strategies, resolution strategies, and exten- 
sion strategies. The philosophical basis of these strategies includes the 
following points: (1) unhealthy stress that is pervasive and continuous is 
damaging to the teaching- learning process, (2) each person responds to 
stress in a unique way and her or his "style" of living must be accommo- 
dated, and (3) cooperative, supportive learning environments are desir- 
able because they empower students and teachers to use stress in produc- 
tive ways (5, 67, 77). 

STRESS-PREVENTION STRATEGIES 

The focus of stress-prevention strategies is on creating a context in 
which the emergence of negative stress is minimized. The extent to 
which negative stress can be prevented in the classroom depends on the 
actions of the participants and the substance of the learning environment 
(30). When teachers and students interact in productive, supportive 
classrooms, stress can be viewed and used in ways that promote learning 
development. 

Pttfenting Teacher Stress 

The key planner for positive learning arrangements is the teacher. If a 
teacher is constantly stressed, the potential for preventing stress in 
his/her classroom is limited. Thus, a teacher's personal-control orienta- 
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tion is critical in the design of any classroom program focusing on stress 
prevention. Langer (44) notes that a high control orientation results 
when the interaction between a person and her/his ecology produces a 
min dful approach to problem solving. Teachers can strengthen their 
control skills by refining their educational skills (including pedagogical, 
classroom management, and personal skills), strengthening their profes- 
sional and personal support systems, and nurturing their self-concept 
through recognition of achievements and personal renewal activities (25, 
29, 77)- 

Glasser (29) identifies several things that teachers can 4 'control 1 1 in 
attempting to prevent stress: they should maintain good health, get 
adequate rest, practice good dietary habits, pursue interests that are 
personally rewarding, develop and maintain a time for self-reflection, 
construct &nd continually refine a positive mental health framework, and 
take an active supportive role in the community. The demands on teach- 
ers are so great that they must approach the maintenance of their control 
stills in a mindful manner. Figure 1 presents a self-assessment inventory 
for teachers to use in evaluating their stress-prevention status. 

Figure 1 

A Stress-Prevention Inventory for Teachers: 
Focus on Control Skills 



I have consistent feelings of being overwhelmed. 

I have continuing problems with classroom management. 

I would characterize my personal life as very high in anxiety. 

I have very little control over my teaching situation. 

I seem to have many negative feelings about the students I 
teach. 

I nevet seem to have time to pu.sue interests that mean a 
great deal to me. 

I never really feel comfortable in the school in which I teach. 

I have not been involved in any professional renewal experi- 
ences recently. 

I do not spend much time interacting with peers on profes- 
sional issues. 

I seem to have one health problem after another. 
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Affirmation of any of the above situations is reason for teachers to take 
actio? to strengthen their personal and professional control skills. When 
teaches find that they identity \ :th four or more of the items on the 
inventory, they should seek out resources to use in building a renewal 
plan that will facilitate their revitalhsation. Classroom teachers need max- 
imum control of themselves, their environment, and their interactions 
with students in order to promote a healthy classroom ecology (78). 

Developing effective interpersonal relationships is certainly a major 
stress prevention strategy. Three elements of teachers' interpersonal dy- 
D**"fes are affect toward others, interaction patterns with others, and 
communication .kills used in carrying ->ut the teaching-learning process 
(14, 18, 31, 39). Negative interpersonal relationships damage the indi- 
vidual as well as the total group. Children have been observed ro re- 
spond irrationally in settings in which teachers or parents are consistently 
punitive, restrictive, a&d degrading to the children. Studies of teacher 
personality patterns have noted that children's receptivity to instruction 
increases when teachers are positive and facilitative in their orientation 
(2, 46, 77). 

Teacher affect is comprised of their perceptions ?rA resulting actions 
toward others. Clearly, teachers who have positive views of their students 
are more likely to have productive relationships in the ckisroom, thus 
decreasing the chances of negative stress. When teachers expect students 
to do well, they seem to work harder at helping students achieve. The 
invitational learning environment begins with the teacher's attitudinal 
orientation toward students (43, 53, 67). The following affective areas of 
teaching should be reviewed by teachers on a regular basis: 

1. WHat is my attitude toward the students I teach? Do I see them as 
capable/incapable, growing/deteriorating, inquisitive/stagnant? 

2. What is my attitude toward teaching? Do I enjoy teaching? Do I 
lock forward to trying out new ideas, or do I avoid new and 
challenging situations? 

3. How do I view parents, as allies in the leai ig process or as people 
who should keep their distance from the classroom? 

4. What is my perspective of the learning process? Do I se* it as a 
"pouring in" process or as an inquiry-oriented process? 

5. Do I have good attitudes toward my peers? Do I view them as a 
team or as obstacles to having an effective educational program? 

Teachers can take a major step toward preventing mcss by developing 
in themselves positive attitudes toward students, parents, and their 
peers. Purkey and Novak (67) note that when teachers view them as 
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capable and valuable members of the classroom, students perform effec- 
tively and the teacher engages in teaching at a highly intimate level. 

A major deterrent to classroom stress is effective classroom manage- 
ment. Advance planning of how groups will function and how group 
members will be involved in the planning process maximizes the poten- 
tial for stress prevention (14). Teachers have found the following man- 
agement practices useful in creating productive learning environments: 
(1) making advance decisions about expected student behavior, (2) in- 
volving students and parents in the process of determining desired stu- 
dent behavior, (3) darifying r' ssroom rules as related to expected * \a- 
vtofs, (4) discussing tin* consequences of undesirable behavior, (5) 
continually refining the plan as is developmental !y appropriate (18). 
Students and teachers tend to function best in cooperatively managed 
classrooms. Rigidly organized management systems often devote too 
much attention to negative behavior and too little to positive behavior. 

The development of autonomy in students is the goal of all manage- 
ment practices. Thus, engaging students in monitoring their own behav- 
ior facilitates a productive teacher-student relationship. Cangelosi (14) 
recommends that teachers manage the instructional process and the 
learaim environment in a way that prompts students to take on respon- 
sibilities appropriate to their developmental sums. Research supports 
this position through findings that individuals who have control over 
their behavior are more successful in the learning process (25, 44). Strate- 
gies that promote positive student behavior include project-oriented in- 
struction, displays of student-developed material, opportunities for stu- 
dents to apply newly acquired skills in the community, and assignments 
that stimulate students to "plan" their involvement in the learning 
process (14, 18, 39, 67). 

Elements of the group management process that can become stress 
points in the classroom are explicated by Swick (77): negative student 
behavior patterns, large class sizes, poor time usage, poorly planned 
instruction, rigid teaching practices, and inadequate learning resources. 
It is clear that teachers can prevent a great deal of stress by anticipating 
stressors and planning so as to minimize their influence in the classroom. 
Using their knowledge of student development, pedagogical practices, 
and classroom design, teachers can manage many issues by organizing a 
proactive approach to anticipated stressors (77). Figure 2 presents a list of 
classroom management practices that have been useful in preventing 
needless classroom stress. 

Well-managed classrooms give students the security of knowing what 
is expected of them, the strategies for reaching these expectations in a 
reasonable manner, and a context in which they can develop self-man- 
agement skills. Positive, orderly, and inviting classrooms reduce stress 




Figure 2 

Management Practices for Preventing Classroom Stress 



1. Involve students and parents in the development of classroom 
procedures and rules. 

2. Develop management guidelines that are appropriate to the age 
and cultural context of the students 

3. Emphasize the development of self-discipline in the classroom 
management plan. 

4. Communicate desired behaviors, expectations, and rules to stu- 
dents on a regular basts. 

5. Be flexible in implementing the management plan; remember that 
situations change, students develop new interests, and each per- 
son is unique. 

6. Utilize cooperative learning strategies that promote the involvement 
of all students. 

7. Review the management plan periodically to assure that needed 
refinements are made. 

8. Know the behavior of the stMdents as much as possible and inte- 
grate this knowledge into classroom management planning. 

9. Anticipate potential problems and design scenarios for responding 
to them. 

10. Evaluate the plan at least once a year, using the results to refine 
and improve it. 



and increase formal and info; - il learning time (18, 59, 77). 

A static, unmotivated teacher is more likely to be victimized by stress 
than is a growing, developing teacher (77, 78). Case studies oi burned- 
out teachers reveal that they were victims of stress primarily because they 
had failed^ to continue their growth and development. The continual 
renewal of teachers' professional and personal development skills is an 
effective strategy for preventing classroom stress (2, 78). 

Professional and personal renewal activities can be directed toward 
preventing or resolving stress-related issues. Swick and Hanley (78) sug- 
gest the following techniques: developing a good understanding of who 
you are as a person and as a professional, developing and utilizing basic 
stress-management strategies, organizing the environment to prevent un- 
healthy stress, using your professional peers as resource people in dealing 
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with different stressors, defining personal and professional priorities and 
establishing a plan for carrying them out, maintaining sound physical 
and mend il health, and planning for self-renewal activities. 

An extension of stress prevention is the proactive use of stress-inducing 
elements as a challenge. Evidence suggests that teachers who turn prob- 
lems into creative solutions, enjoy experimenting with new ideas, try new 
hobbies and pursue new interests, and respond totally to the situation 
they face not only reduce their stress but also increase their energy level 
for productive tasks. The *eaIization that one is able to move beyond a 
prevention/resolution orientation gives teachers many new insights into 
all aspects of their lives (2). 

Students tend to follow the adult lead in terms of solving problems 
and responding to stress. Teachers who feel secure about their identity, 
respond to conflict in creative and viable ways, and remain growing, 
developing individuals have a profoundly positive influence on student 
functioning. 

Preventing Environmental Stress 

Each classroom takes on an identity that influences the participants in 
many ways. The combination of the various interactions in the classroom 
is often called the learning climate. Studies of this classroom climate 
reveal factors that create stiiss in children: a disorganized physical set- 
ting, negative human interactions, ineffective teacher- leadership , a rigid 
time schedule, a punitive psychological atmosphere, deficient social ar- 
rangements, a poor curriculum, and limited instructional strategies (31, 
37, >1, 57, 76). References to the climate of the classroom are mast 
appropriate because it is the overall feeling that people have about an 
environment that determines their interaction patterns in that environ- 
ment (33 , 34 , 44). When the psychological climax is such that students 
feel isolated, controlled, or unimportant, their anxiety level k certain to 
be high and their learning system negatively influenced V V lO). 

Creating a psychologically healthy climate in the classroom is a signifi- 
cant step toward the prevention of classroom stress. While many of the 
elements of a positive classroom climate may seem to be intangible, 
certain qualitative factors have been identified as positively influencing 
student behavic teacher personality; an ordered, but sensitive and flexi- 
ble learning environment; a high value on the personal traits and talents 
of students and teachers; an active and expressive learning ecology; 
warm, sensitive interactions among the participants in the classroom; and 
a feeling of shared ownership of the classroom (51, 53, 59. 61). Research 
is clear on the teacher's role in establishing a posirV and productive 
climate for learning and development. Studies ><» teacher personality 
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orientation indicate that democratic, warm, open, organized, and sensi- 
tive behaviors are effective in promoting a healthy classroom setting (59, 
61, 67). 

Swick (77) delineates student behaviors that should be promoted in 
order to foster positive mental health in the classroom: 

1. Promote a sense of success in students, especially those students 
who have a history of failure. 

2. Encourage students to Se pleasant, friendly, and positive in their 
interactions with each other. 

3. Promote situations in which students take notice of the positive 
things they all achieve. 

4. Encourage students to develop a special talent or favorite hobby 
and share it with their peers. 

5. Encourage students to express their feelings in a constructive 
manner. 

6. Promote a "learning by making mistakes" attitude in students. 
Support their efforts to learn through failure and encourage them 
to support this effort in their peers. 

7. Promote a caring attitude in students by involving them in activi- 
ties in which they reach out to care for other?. 

8. Encourage students to engage in cooperative learning by planning 
project teams and peer learning situations. 

9. Promote student self discipline by having them plan their weekly 
work schedule. 

10. Encourage students to develop all of their learning skills by involv- 
ing them in various types of instructional activities. 

In promoting a positive classroom climate, teachers should focus on 
the following: creating a supportive atmosphere in which helping rela- 
tionships can flourish, helping each student develop her or his unique 
place in the classroom, modeling tH kinds of positive beha^or that 
students should develop, st ying in touch with student feelings and 
integrating their ideas into the classroom management plan, allowing for 
the individuation of student learning styles, and maintaining positive 
interactions with students (75). In positive classroom environments stu- 
dents are more likely to succeed, develop effective coping skills, and 
Icam to use stress in challenging, creative ways (77, 78). 

Time is an important element of the classroom ecology. Effective time 
management of classroom activities can preclude the emergence of many 
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stressors, such as student confusion over what they should be doing or 
student anxiety over not being able to complete ; task within a time 
frame that is too rigid (5, 7, 77). In managing tune, several complex 
elements need to be considered: the developmental status of students, 
their cultural orientation, the nature of the content being taught, time 
usage practices as supported by research, special student needs, available 
resources, and the time frame provided by the school system (18). In 
addition, teacher perceptions of time usage significantly influence stu- 
dent behavior. For example, a teacher who feck that time is to be rigidly 
defined not only precludes student involvement in learning time man- 
agement but also may be causing unhealthy stress in the classroom (5, 
21, 55). 

While it is urJike*/ that teachers can design perfect time systems, it is 
feasible to pursue the development of a workable time scheme. Hall (33) 
provides several insights on how human functioning can be improved 
through productive time management. He emphasues the importance of 
knowing the time pattern of the people you are dealing with and then 
integrating that knowledge into your involvements with the group. For 
example, within any given class there are many different time systems in 
operation: body time, clock time, cultural time, and school time. In- 
sightful teachers usually gather data on these time systems as the stu- 
dents function during the early pan of the school year and then adapt 
their time plans accordingly. Usually a group time frame will emerge 
from the class's behavior, and instructional planning can Ik modified to 
make use of this process. Further, when teachers recognize these varying 
time orientations, they provide students with a positive role model on 
effective time management (18, 29, 75). Some examples of poor time 
usage are as follows: 

1. Giving students a complex task to do first thing in the morning 
(33). 

2. Scheduling time so tightly that students always feel hurried (19). 

3 Failing to clarify for students how time is to be used, thus causing 
much anxiety (55). 

4. Making all of the decisions on time usage and failing to involve 
students in this important aspect of learning (14). 

5. Expecting students to abide by time frames that are development 
tally inappropriate for their life stage (19, 20). 

A great deal of classroom stress can be prevented by developing a 
viable approach to time management. The following guidelines should 
be useful in preparing a proactive time plan: 
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1 . As « your personal time usage orientation. Are you an effective 
planner of time? Do you always feel stressed because of time 
pressures? Teachers who feel stressed by their own time usage need 
to master this aspect of Jme management before attempting to 
resolve problems related to the school or classroom (2, 29, 78). 

2. Take stock of the parameters of school time. The broad time frame 
of the school day can be used as a basis for planning your particu- 
lar time-management system (77). 

3- Gather data on *2^e various time systems that students exhibit in 
their behavior patterns. Arc there some common time usage pat- 
terns you have observed that can be integrated into your classroom 
management plan? Arc there special student needs that must be 
considered (33)? 

4. Examine your expectations of how students should use time. Are 
these expectations appropriate, realistic? How might they be re- 
fined and improved (67)? 

5. Observe actual student behaviors related to time usage. Are stu- 
dents in need of experiences that will improve their time-manage- 
ment skills (73)? 

6. Involve students in making decisions about how to use classroom 
time in a productive manner. Students who are continually in- 
volved in learning how to plan time schedules usually are more 
task oriented and higher achievers (77). 

7. Plan for meaningful social learning to occur during each day. Time 
devoted to accepting student ideas, nurturing special needs, and 
responding to students' personal needs is time wel! spent (59). 

8. Maintain a flexible approach to time usage; rigidity only increases 

.is and reduces student motivation to learn (7). 

Stress can also be minimized by using space in a viable way. Research 
indicates that crowding, poorly planned classroom space, and inflexible 
use of space produce negative stress (18, 33). Just as important as physi- 
cal space is the psychosocial space that students and teachers nee^ in 
order to relate classroom learning to their individual situations. What is 
important is that each student should develop a sense of importance and 
acceptance in the classroom. Psychological rejection or isolation is more 
damaging than is limited physical space because if one is not connected 
mentally to classroom events, productive learning is precluded (10). 

People define space differently by using their cultural, familial, and 
individual reference points as bases for action. For example, some stu- 
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dents art "space sharers" by experience and have difficulty in relating to 
the notion of "private space." Other students are restrictive of their 

re and find it threatening when people intrude (33). Accommodating 
various styles of space usage is difficult, but critical to creating a 
positive learning environment. 

Organizing the classroom so that students participate in designing the 
space axrangemec : is a valuable strategy for integrating different ways of 
Irving into the curriculum. Additional strategies for making classroom 
space a viable pan of the program are these: designing learning areas 
that have clearly stated functions, creating transition areas in which 
students can move with ease from one activity to another, planning areas 
of the classroom that students can "complete" with their design ideas, 
displaying student products in the room and throughout the school, 
integrating your "self' into the classroom space by displaying things you 
have developed, and developing a renewal approach so space usage 
adjustments can be made as needed throughout the school year (9, 14, 
39, 67). 

A hallmark of healthy development in children and adolescents is that 
the individual senses he or she is "special," "important," and "val- 
ued" by the significant people m the ecology (9). Another benchmark 
occurs when the individual senses that a common grouad exists in the 
interactions that take place in the ecology (22, 23). The psychosocial 
space of the classroom should be designed so that students can construct 
an image of themselves as unique to the classroom and yet "connected" 
in a sensitive, caring manner to the people and events that occur (9, 67). 
The following strategies have proved effective in achieving this personal 
and social competence in students: conducting regular "share sessions" 
during which each student contributes something she or he has devel- 
oped, interacting with students according to a planned schedule, recog- 
nizing individual student achievements in various skii! and talent areas, 
encouraging individuation of student interests, and utilizing many coop- 
erative learning activities and projects (10, 14, 73). Figure 3 presents an 
inventory of items that can be used to assess the classroom in terms of 
poor space usage or spice planning. 

Learning how to tare fir self, others, and the environment is a key 
stress-prevention practice. In terms of human relationships, the classroom 
should become a source of support and nurturance. Three behavior 
patterns that should be the focus of a proactive classroom are nurturing, 
helping, and caring (10, 61, 67). Nurture means to facilitate a person or 
process through supportive actions. People who function in supportive 
contexts exhibit few stress syndromes and are generally peak performers. 
Recent research shows that cooperative, team-oriented approaches to 
teaching and learning are very successful in strengthening student learn- 
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Figure 3 

Inventory of Space Usage Practices 
That Can Create Classroom Stress 



The physical design of the classroom restricts active student 
Involvement. 

The classroom design reflects wasted space— space that is 
either not being used or used in a poor manner. 

The physical space of the classroom is unplanned or poorly 
planned, creating a feeling of disorder and confusion. 

The physical design of the classroom is too small, causing 
student overcrowding. 

The classroom design is teacher-dominated and, thus, does 
not reflect student needs end interests. 

There is no "space" in ttv classroom for students to develop 
their sense of significance. 

The cl*dsroom design precludes students from learn 'ng how 
to share space. 

There is no psychosocial space in the classroom in the sense 
that students are not involved in cooperative learning. 



ing (61, 67). Human beings appear to function best when they feel a 
sense of security and warmth in their interactions with others. In fact, it 
is only recently that research on the psychosocial makeup of people has 
revealed the importance of fostering warm, pleasant human interaction 
patterns. It is clear that when individuals are in nurturing settings, they 
have little need to "waste" energy on defensive living and, thus, can 
actually generate new levels of productivity through their positive in- 
volvement with others (23, 34, 38). 

Strategies that promote nurturing human relationships in the class- 
room include the following: becoming sensitive u> the socioemotional 
facets of learning, integrating socioemotional learning experiences into 
the curriculum, and developing a clear understanding of the importance 
of sensitive, warm interactions among students and teachers (77). Chil- 
dren and adolescents should be encouraged to study their behavior in 
terms of how they nurture themselves and others. The use of content 
that sheds light on how nurturing increases a person's human potential 
and actual human functioning might increase student sensitivity to this 
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area of learning development (33, 34). 

Invoking students in helping roles is a very effective way of preventing 
useless stress. Projects in which students tutor, work with younger chil- 
dren, put on a play, produce a classroom newspaper, or take part in a 
myriad of other such activities encourage them to extend their reach into 
reality-based situations and to become more sensitive to the many talents 
of their peers (61 f 67). The stress that can emerge from such involvement 
is a healthy form of stress in that it revolves around the individual's 
straggle to cany out the process of individuation within a context that 
requires new insights and new growth (22, 23). When behaviors such as 
empathctk listening, teaming, sensitive responding, and cooperative 
learning are prompted, students are at least pointed in a direction that 
holds the potential to strengthen their linkages with significant others 
(10). 

The truly caring person directs her or his energy toward creative ends. 
Individuals who must feel chey are needed in order for their ecology to 
work effec tiv ely usually have a healthy form of stress. It is alienation that 
produces great stress in Students and teachers. Sociometric studies of 
student functioning in classrooms reveal that children who are isolated 
from the ecology experience extreme stress and have the most trouble in 
school (4, 12, 13, 41). In proposing a "curriculum for caring," Bronfen- 
brenner (10) notes that it is possible for a child to progress through the 
entire school system without having to make a significant contribution to 
others. Research supports Bronfenbrenner's hypothesis in that the major 
cause of adolescent mental health problems is the sense of alienation 
from a meaningful existence (20, 23). Figure 4 presents examples of 
classroom strategies that teachers have found iseful in promoting a 
curriculum for caring. 

A stimulating, varied, and involvement-oriented curriculum directs 
student energy into creative actions. Programs that are overly mechanistic 
and devoid of meaning produce much boredom, which is a great stress 
producer. A classroom setting that is M inviting," designed to involve 
students in acquiring control of their learning, and oriented toward a 
positive use of stress is certain to produce many capable learners (77). 

Preventing Student Stress 

Even in the most ideal classroom, some children develop negative 
stress. A variety of factors — for example, neglect at home, poor health, 
or personal deficits — can be at work in such cases (5). Research provides 
some clues as to sources of individual stress and points to some plausible 
strategies for preventing it. The following sources of stress arise even in 
quality situations: lack of control skills, low self-concept, poor interper- 
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Figure 4 

Strategies for Promoting a Curriculum for Caring 



1. Modeling carirj behaviors by taking an interest in student con- 
cerns and problems. 

2. Expecting students to behave in caring ways by including content 
on it in the daily instructional program. 

3. Educating parents about the importance of students' developing 
"caring" attitudes and behaviors, and providing them with strate- 
gies they can use in this endeavor. 

4. Making the "care" of the classroom a significant part of student 
learning and development. 

5. Making M care" of self and others a priority of the instructional 
program. 

6. Having students study the community in regard to caring behaviors 
they observe or needs they identify. 

7. Involving students in caring roles in the community, such as help- 
ing at nursing homes and participating in community cleanup pro- 
jects and other improvement activities. 

8. Expanding student awareness of the need for global caring; having 
them identify positive world projects and determine needs they 
might influence in a positive way. 



sonsd skills, an extremely passive life style, and deficient cognitive and 
language skills (12, 21, 41, 51). 

Of all the characteristics prevalent in stress-prone children and adoles- 
cents, the most pervasive one is self-concept. Students who are easily 
stressed have a low self-concept. They see themselves as powerless and 
others as sources of fear (67). The fostering of positive self-concepts in 
students is an effective preventer of unhealthy stress. 

One way to foster positive developments in others is to model such 
zrtions in the classroom. For example, Honig states: 

Demonstrate self-control and coping skills yourself. Be fair and sensitive to 
differences and problems If a teacher's voice is exasperated, whiny, disap- 
pointed, aggrieved, or angry fairly often, the children learn that these are ac- 
ceptable modes of coping with stress, (38, p. 55) 

Children and adolescents find that teachers who are good at using the 
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enviroome N in a proactive way act sources of strength in defining their 
own self-image (29. For example, teachers who use control skills, cmpa- 
thetk listening, and positive socioeducational strategies to deal with 
stress are more likely to influence students in this direction, in contrast 
to teachers whose reactions to stress are always anxiety ridden (7). 

Another way of promoting positive self-concept development in stu- 
dents is to interact with them in ways that support the emergence of this 
process. Students often define themselves in the way they are treated. 
Provide each student with the attention that stimulates a sense of 
warmth and security in him/her. For example, Mrs. Arnold keeps notes 
on the interests each child in her fifth grade is pursuing. She finds ways 
to reinforce those interests and to get the students involved in recogniz- 
ing their peers' special talents. Studies of children and adults who have 
interests beyond school and work indicate that their self-esteem is high 
and their stress low (48, 54, 84). 

Teaching children about self-care and self-image-making is a critical 
part of their basic education. Understanding who we are, what we can 
become, and how we can acquire self-development skills is a part of what 
might be called a student's self-concept education (25, 29, 67). Four 
self-concept areas directly related to stress prevention are self, social, 
cognitive, and affective development. Self-development behaviors worth 
pursuing in instructional contexts include acquiring a persistence orienta- 
tion, developing an optimistic future view, internalizing a high tolerance 
toward frustration, and mastering self-confidence-building skills. Social 
behaviors that can be encouraged in the classroom include sharing ideas 
related to group functioning, discussing stress-related concerns with the 
teacher, helping others deal with stress, and communicating skillfully. 
Cognitive behaviors that are connected to the development of student 
self-concept are functioning autonomously, focusing on issues at hand, 
have a reflectively oriented thinking style, and forming a strong, inner 
control orientation. Finally, the following areas of affective learning need 
equal attention: understanding the socioemotional process, exposing 
feelings in a constructive manner, dealing proactively with the feelings of 
others, and developing a healthy sense of humor (7). These skill areas 
can be integrated into instructional activities and fostered through vari- 
ous teacher-student interactions. 

Helping children and adolescents develop control skills is another 
means of preventing negative stress. Passive, fatalistic, and reactive stu- 
dents develop high levels of stress and appear to have few skills to 
alleviate their problems (15, 17, 25, 37). Students who very effectively 
cope with stress or prevent it have highly developed skills. In assisting 
students to develop their control skills, teachers can focus on three strate- 
gies: (1) providing situations in which students must make decisions— 
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that is, they must take control of some aspect of their lives; (2) providing 
instruction on the decision-making process and engaging students in 
applying the process to life situations that are important to them; and 
(3) guiding students toward using feedback from experience as a means 
of Kiining and improving their control skills (77). Following are exam- 
ples of how to apply these three skill-building strategies to the instruc- 
tional process: 

1. Incorporate a student planning component into your course for- 
mat. Have students plan their schedules for completing assign- 
ments. This process can be extended to involving students in plan- 
ning various aspects of their personal lives, tco. 

2. Involve students in thinking about their behavior: have them focus 
on their strong points as well as areas that need improvement. 
Extend this activity by having students develop a plan to improve 
their classroom behavior. 

3- Dr/elop problem-solving situations appropriate for your students, 
and have them make decisions regarding the resolution of the 
problems. Have them justify their decisions and dea! with the 
results. 

Have students conduct a stress-prevention study of the classroom. 
Have them identify key stressors and propose ways to prevent stress 
from detracting from the learning process. 

When students fail at a task or are having a series of difficulties in 
the classroom, have them identify positive ways in which they can 
use their experience to overcome the stress. 

Langer (44) offers some key insights on helping people build control 
skills. She states that control building is essentially about the 1 'control of 
oneself and one's perceptions of reality" (44, p. 13). In other words, it. is 
critical that children receive guidance in building a perceptual orienta- 
tion that makes them feel confident about dealing with life. For exam- 
ple, a child who sees school as threatening is more likely to experience 
stress than ' a child who views school as an exciting adventure. To 
simply bypass the child's incorrect perception is of little value because 
this perception is what s/he bases her or his behavior on. Before this 
child can acquire a more productive control orientation toward school, 
s/he must change her or his perceptual basis. Langer (44) notes chat 
control emerges in people as they are able to see a relationship between 
their behavior and certain desired outcomes. Thus, students who have 
many successful experiences in controlling stress, preventing stress, and 
turning stress into creative outlets are developing a strong orientation 
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that will serve them throughout life (3 4 )- Figure 5 presents a list of 
behaviors that teachers can assess with regard to students' control 
orientation. 

Figure 5 
Inventory of Student Behaviors 
Related to Their Control Orientation 



1. The student has an extremely short attention span for his/her stage 
of development. 

2. The student is constantly irritated by even the smallest of class- 
room events. 

3. The student gives up easily in the iace of new challenges; he or 
she lacks the breadth of skills for dealing with change. 

4. The student is excessivley withdrawn and resists efforts to involve 
him or her in group activities. 

5. The student is negative in most of his/her social interactions; he or 
she does not make friends in a natural way. 

6. The student fails to complete routine tasks on a continuing basis. 

7. The student is extremely nervous and seems unable to achieve 
even minimum equilibrium in terms of classroom functioning. 

8. The student constantly blames others and distorts feedback in 
such a way as to reinforce a failure-oriented, "I can't do it" behav- 
ior syndrome. 

9. The student is very isolated from the mainstream of classroom 
events; he or she has few friends and is lacking in skills for using 
the environment effectively. 

10. The student is prone to using attention-getting behavior in stressful 
situations. 



Students who exhibit more than a few of the behaviors listed in Figure 
5 are certain to spend their lives in cycles of anxiety-ridden functioning. 
By involving students in developing healthy behavior patterns, these 
stress-oriented cycles can be prevented. But in order to develop viable 
perceptual patterns, student- need a great deal of input on how to 
function pioactively. This *ds to begin during early childhood with 
many diverse experiences /nh warm, supportive adults. Large doses of 
early success in dealing with self and the environment provide children 
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with the experiential foundation to approach life positively. In addition, 
children need to observe and experience positive ways of facing difficult 
situations. As children ccastruci schemes for controlling their behavior 
on a proactive basis, they will see how to deal with many aspects of life 
(9, 44). 

The control-building process initiated during the early childhood years 
cap be extended throughout students' school life. In the elementary 
schcol, students can be encouraged to think analytically, communicate 
dearly, and participate constructively, both inside and outside the class- 
room. Older students need continued encouragement in developing an 
ant ; opatory life style that is founded on a positive, exploratory, and 
mindful learning orien; tion (8, 29, 44, 77). 

A significant part of acquiring a sense of harmony v * < J is learning 
to conceptualize and articulate how one feels about i . :ar events 
(38). Sni'Vut? who deve op their skills in clarifying ana , ^ ?ssing emo- 
tional fa y \an avoic ? much stress. In man ' cases this process can be a 
part of the natural flow of classroom events. For example, % student who 
feels secure in sh ,*ing with the 'eachcr that s/hc needs time to complete 
an assignmen . because of problems at home is certainly more likely to 
prevent stress than is a student who is fearful of sharing such thoughts. 
There are cases in which professional help is necdea for stude s who 
have serious emoonal problems. Most classrooms, however, w\, ideal 
places in which to foster positive emotional expressiveness in students 
(*>). Honig (38) and Abood (1) recommend several <xategies for promot- 
ing positive emotional development in students. 

1. Involving students in various healthy emotional experiences appro- 
priate to their developmental status: sharing feelm* about 
achievements, celebrating special events, contributing to the well- 
being of others, and participating in community activities. 

2. Acknowledging students' feelings as real, valid, and important to 
the functioning of a worthwhile classroom. Let students know they 
are not alone in having negative feelings. Help them learn how to 
express these feelings and how to create positive outcomes from 
such feelings. 

3. Involving students in dramatic activities through wh/ch they can 
deal with human emotions in many ways and explore "arious posi- 
tive options to solving problems. The integration of afft:rivc learn- 
ing ih<o classroom instructional activities helps students see that 
this facet of life is a significant part of learning. 

4. Encouraging students to use active listening in their interactions 
with others. Show them how this works. That is, have them listen 
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to the ideas *nd behaviors of other students and use this informa- 
tion to formulate positive ways of relating to others. For example, 
a student may he hurtirg another student by name-calling; have 
that student think about how he or she would react to such 
trr nent. 

5. Using bibliotherapy to introduce students to ways hat other peo- 
ple have successfully dealt with various human emotions. Be cau- 
tious in selecting literature that provides students with ideas that 
are pertinent to their life stage. 

TTuer additional strategies for preventing classroom stress are these: us- 
ing positive interpersonal dynamics, using group and individual meet- 
ings to foster a productive team feeling, and instructing students on ways 
to develop a balanced life style (9, 14, 20, 75). 

The prevention of negative interpersonal dynamics is linked to having 
a healthy stress situation in the classroom. Designing situations in which 
students must sec the positive side of their peers is one way to accom- 
plish ti i goal. Additional techniques include putting students into 
working groups in which their teaming is essential to successful task 
completion; having role exchanges in which students experience leader- 
ship and followership; and encouraging stud nts to help each other to 
improve their relationship patterns (14, 75). Stu ^nts should be involved 
in "studying" their interpersonal ecology and in taking steps to refine it 
as needed. For example, Mrs. Randolph met with three students to 
encourage them to include John and Betty in their recess activities. She 
continued this guidance process using small group instruction to develop 
the social skills of all five students. In discussions, she emphasized the 
importance of developing an understanding of and a sensitivity to the 
talents and needs of others. This continued nurturance of the interper- 
sonal facet of the classroom helps to prevent stress. 

By meeting with individual students and with the entire group in class 
meetings, teachers can foster a positive classroom climate. Individual 
meetings can be urrd to clear the air, resolve minor issues, and bolster a 
particular study's self-image. Many times a student simply needs to 
know that s/he Jws been doing a good job. Classroom meetings can be 
used to take care of common concerns and to build a sense of unity and 
harmony. Foi example, a great deal of emotional baggage can r -,a3d up 
in any classroom. Having a regular time to sort out issues and to refine 
rules and relationships is important to the group's mental health (67). 

Students receive many different messages about what is important in 
life. For example, it is common for some teachers to tell students not to 
wcty about grades but rather to foe s on learning. Yet, at the end of 
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school, all of the important awards given are based on grades. Thus, in 
theory and in practice teachers should promote \ balanced life style for 
students. Encourage students take care of their heaith, nurture their 
affective self, maintain cons stent physical activity, pursue recreational 
interests, and work at being academically capable. Students who are 
healthy, art involved in at least some of the classroom functions, and 
have a positive self-image art not likely to be easily stressed. 

^^ESS-RESOLUTION STRATEGIES 

it is common for many students and teachers to face excessive negative 
stress. For them it is not a question of prevention but one of finding a 
resolution to thtir predicament. How can teachers retolve stressful situa- 
tion? What can be done to alter a classroom context that fosters high 
levels of negative strtss? What hope is there for the student who is 
already experiencing a great deal of stress? Questions such as these are 
dv*lt with in this section on resolving stressful situations. 

Resolving Teacher Stress 

Like any behavior pattern, a stressful life style becomes internalized 
and accepted as a way of life. In some instances the only stimulus for 
change is the eventual burnout that accompanies the stress cycle (2). 
Recognition that one is under a great deal of strtss is the first event that 
must happen if the stress-resolution process is to take place in a produc- 
tive way. Unfortunately, a hurried and stressful mode of functioning is 
often seen as the only way to survive the many challenges of teaching. It 
is true that teachers and other helping professionals face more stressors 
than do people involved in less demanding tasks. However, it is also 
realistic and essential to understand that stressed teachers are generally 
ineffective in their job roles and often harm students by injecting this 
stress into the classroom (2, 18, 46). Figure 6 reviews som^ of the major 
symptoms of teachers who are under excessive stress. An elaboration of 
these stress symptoms can be found in Stress and the Classroom Teacher 
(78) and Teacher Renewal: Revitalization of Classroom Teachers (see 
Additional Readings). 

Stressed teachers, those who exhibit the behaviors listed in Figure 6 or 
other «vch behavior patterns, must ask themselves these questions: Why 
am ! behaving this way? What is the cause of my irritation? Getting to 
the source of this behavior ' * critical to identifying the stressors that are 
having such a negative imp^ t on their lives. The reasons for stress vary 
and depend on the personality and context of each teacher. For example, 
some teachers might be bothered by a paperwork overload, while others 
absorb it in * creative manner. Mrs. Williams found that her erload 
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Figure 6 

Teacher Behaviors Indicative of Excessive Stress 



1. Being constantly irritated with even the smallest disruptions in the 
classroom. 

2. Focusing only on students' negative behaviors and constantly mak- 
ing punitive remarks to students. 

3. Talking at students in sharp, short phrases and displaying little 
sensitivity for student feelings. 

Being very defensive in responding to student questions and mak- 
ing students feel belittled in their attempts to learn. 

5. Constantly hurrying students to complete +asks and being very 
impatient with students who diverge from the norm. 



resulted from trying tc meet family needs, take care of her sick mother, 
and remain capable in her teaching. She knew she was being "short" 
with the students and was always complaining to others about her hectic 
life. A visit to her family physician confirmed what she knew: something 
had to give! Mrs. Williams had achieved the first step in the stress- 
resolution process: identifying the source of her stress. 

Once identified, the stressor must be examined thoroughly to deter- 
mine how it is creating a negative situati n. In Mrs. Williams's case, the 
issue was clear: there was not enough of her to meet all of the demands 
that existed in her life space. The answer may be more complex in other 
situations in which negative attitudes are involved or an individual has 
allowed the problem to become a ritual in his or her life. 

After the nature of the stress has been clarifieo, it is time to initiate a 
planning scheme. Initially, the individual needs to explore various ways 
to alleviate the problem. By exploring various alternatives, one can ac- 
quire a true picture of steps to take that will work effectively. Mrs. 
Williams, for example, sought advice from her pastor, her brothers, and 
the counselor at the school district office. Of courr, there weic many 
suggestions on how she couH resolve the problem. Once she had ade- 
quate input, Mrs. Williams began the next step, which was to identify 
solutions in apriority sequence based on what she valued and what was 
feasible, given her situation. As a result of her effort, she formulated 
three objectives that would greatly reduce her stress: (1) to acquire help 
in caring for her mother, (2) to reduce her school duties for this year, 
and (3) to develop a hobby that she could pursue ar her leisure. 
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When a stress-resolution plan has been developed, it is vital to explore 
nil mmleUe resources for use in implementing it. Mrs. Williams, for 
example, sought help from her brothers in sharing the load of caring for 
their mother, f he met with her two daughters and gained agreement on 
dividing house chores among the three of them. Her principal agreed to 
release her from committee work for the year. She made real progress 
with her plan, but die realized that continual monitoring of her ap- 
proach to life would be essential if she were to make long-term gains. 
She was, of course, correct in her recognition of tie need for continued 
selffssessmtnt. Habits are hard to change, and while a plan helps to 
initiate the change process, it takes many intentional efforts to reorga- 
nize one's life focus. Breaking patterns takes work because verbal and 
nonverbal behavioral patterns are deeply internalized. In fact, there are 
many behaviors that we might be able to refine but can never completely 
change. The important point is that the individual has to find her or his 
mode of functioning harmoniously in various settings. 

Not all cases are resolved as easily as Mrs. Williams's. She obviously 
had a good history of using feedback for productive purposes. Some 
teachers might find that they need more in-depth assistance in dealing 
with stress. It is clear though that the stress-resolution process can be 
used to solve many problems and, thus, adc to the renewal of teacher 
self-image. Mrs. Williams sums it up nicely: "It took a lot of energy, 
humility, and humor, but my students have noticed a new Mrs. Wil- 
liams, one they like to be around and talk with." 



Resolving Environmental Stress 

Classroom-specific stressors often emerge as a result of the interaction 
of many forces: available space and resources, scheduling limitations, the 
handling of transitions, emotional climate, and the actual interpersonal 
dynamics of the participants (5). Once classroom stress occurs at an 
intense level, it influences so many elements that it may be difficult to 
sort out and manage them (47). For example, a space shortage might 
have caused a great deal of hostility in the classroom. However, once the 
hostility has emerged, it, in turn, might prompt the teacher to mistaken- 
ly tighten the daily schedule in an attempt to restore order. Yet, the 
rigid schedule prompts even more hostility that can create a cycle of 
increasing rigidity, stress, and disruptive behavior. This example serves to 
focus on the importance of teachers' being continually involved in study- 
ing their classroom ecology. Figure 7 presents some of the symptoms of 
classrooms that are under severe stress. 
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Figure 7 

Symptoms of Excessive Classroom Stress 



1. High levels of overt student anxiety are expressed through aggres- 
sion, hostility, and other antisocial, degrading behaviors 

2. There is excessive chaos; order and harmony seem nonexistent. 

3. Major problems exist with task completion— that is, very few stu- 
dents seem able to complete key assignments. 

4. Negative interpersonal relationships are pervasive— that is, student 
interactions are negative in nature on a continuing basis. 

5. Unusual passivity is evidenced in such student behavior patterns as 
asking few question*,, engaging in little dialogue, and exhibiting an 
overall fear of exploring even the simplest of new ideas. 



When teachers recognize that classroom stress has reached an un- 
healthy level, they can start to resolve the problem by noting the indica- 
tors that directed them to this realization. Teacher observation of factors 
m the ecology thai may be causing stress is essential to laying the 
foundation foi a resolution. One signal that a stressor is classroom specif- 
ic L that a number of students are behaving in stressed ways (67). Mr. 
Yang, for example, observed that many students were overly anxious on 
Thursdays. He finally held a class meeting to discuss the situation and 
found that the students were very bother? I by having all their tests on 
Fridays. Listening to students' concerns, having peers visit and study the 
classroom, and videotaping class sessions are additional techniques for 
gaining insight on souices of classroom stress (18). 

Once possible sources of classroom stress have been identified, teachers 
can explore various ways to resolve the situation. Given feedback from 
his students, Mr. Yang reorganized his testing schedule to include 
Wednesdays. He also designed other ways of assessing student perfor- 
mance so as to reduce negative student feelings regarding tests. Other 
teachers resolve classroom sttess in the following ways: altering negative 
teacher behaviors, redesigning space plans, changing instructional tech- 
niques, decreasing the psychological rigidity of the classroom climate, 
increasing student involvement in the decision-making process, refining 
the time schedule of daily or weekly activities, and implementing 
changes in the curriculum (7, 77, 78). 

The resolution of classroom-related stressors is a continuing process; it 
requires dealing with the observed source of the problem as well as 
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taking proactive step! to prevent future problems. It should also be 
noted that many stressed classrooms arc the result of combinations of 
problems that require close analysis and long-range planning. Figure 8 
summarizes the major steps that teachers should take to resolve class- 
room-specific stress. 

Figure 8 

Steps for Resolving Classroom-Specific Stress 



1. Recognize classroom-specific stress symptoms. 

2. Identify the stressors that appear to be classroom-specific. 

3. Analyze the possible sources of the classroom stress. 

4. Formulate a plan to resolve classroom stress. 

5. Implement the plan. 

6. Continually monitor the classroom climate. 



Resolving Student Stress 

Beyond classroom-specific stress is that stress that is unique to certain 
students, as evidenced by their responses to various situations in or out 
of the classroom. Individual students can be under stress for many rea- 
sons: frustration in dealing with developmental changes, feelings of re- 
jection, serious conflicts in the home, health problems, inability to 
achieve academic expectations, overload resulting from excessive work 
and school demands, and other socioemotional situations (11, 16, 19, 
20). Some stressors are experienced by many students and can be dealt 
w*ih in group contexts. Other stress situations are experienced uniquely 
by individual students and should be handled sensitively and In a confi- 
dential manner (7). Figure 9 presents the steps teachers should take to 
help students resolve stressful situations. 

Teachers must understand the major sources of stress for the students 
they teach. While there are common stressors that all students experi- 
ence, there are also stress sources unique to certain life stages and possi- 
bly to particular schools and communities (82). For example, peer rela- 
tionships become more significant as students enter adolescence. 
Students living in poverty may experience a basic-needs-deficiency type 
of stress, while upper income students are more likeJy to experience stress 
related to intense academic pressure. Students m;ght also experience 
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Figure 9 

Steps for Resolving Student Stress 



1. Recognize the major sources of stress experienced by students in 
the age and developmental span you teach. 

2. Know the basic behavior patterns of the students you teach. 

3. Continually observe student participation in the classroom. 

4. Identify the suspected student stress problem. 

5. Validate the problem through study and analysis of the situation. 

6. Formulate a plan to assist the student in resolving the stress. 

7. Implement the plan carefully and sensitively. 

8 Continually monitor the situation to ensure that the student is mak- 
ing positive progress. 



cultural conflict when their identity is built on values different from 
what is expected in the school or classroom. A number of sources for 
improving one's professional knowledge of student stress are listed in the 
Bibliography. 

An extension of knowing significant sources of student stress is know- 
ing the basic behavior patterns of the students one teaches (77). Teachers 
need to ask themselves questions such as the following: What are my 
students like? What are their interests and talents? What are some of the 
typical stressors they face? How do they deal with stress? In coming to 
lmow individual students, similar questions can be used to acquire a 
picture of what might be called their typical behavior. Only when teach- 
ers have an understanding of how students usually function can they 
establish a reference point for noticing atypical behavior. One of the 
great failures of schools is that the number of students who go unnoticed 
in the classroom is increasing. In order to know their students, teachers 
must have regular interactions with them. 

Teachers who are sensitive lO the classroom's affective climate observe 
student participation in classroom events on a continuing basis (8, 77). 
For example, Mrs. Nadine takes time every day to watch how individual 
students function. "I can spot many problems before they become major 
situations," she says. Observing students with regard to their attitudes, 
physical functioning, social interactions, and academic involvement pro- 
vides teachers with a " mental map" of expected actions. Major changes 
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in mood, performance, and interactions are usually symbolic of some 
form of student stress (7). 

When teachers have a picture of how students usually function, they 
can identify clear alterations in student behaviors. For example, John is 
usually ve*y eager to take the lead on almost any classroom project. Yet, 
during the past two weeks he has rarely volunteered for any leadership 
role. Another example is Kim who typically completes all of her work on 
time. Recently, however, she I as been turning her work in late and has 
failed to complete several key tasks. When a student's behavior changes 
from normal ranges to the extreme, teachers can take note of this dis- 
crepancy and identify a situation that needs possible attention (21). 
Diligent observation of student behavior patterns can lead teachers to 
early intervention and, thus, the resolution of minor stress that if left 
unattended might become a crisis. 

Once a teacher suspects that a student is confronting a stressor, valida- 
tion can be carried out by analyzing the situation. Through such careful 
analysis of student problems, teachers can identify and confirm stress- 
related situations that may be influencing student behavior in a negative 
manner (77). The following example helps highlight this facet of the 
stress-resolution process: 

Miss Oaring had suspected that Rene was not getting enough sleep or was 
watching too much television, or possibly both processes were at work. Rene's 
mother had not come to the recent conference so she had not been able to tell 
her about this concern. She called Rene's mother and shared with her that Rene 
just wasn't doing her work as usual and seemed to be very tired during school 
She found out that Rene's mother was also concerned but had been tending to 
her sick husband. "I'll make sure she gets her sleep and give her more atten- 
tion," 3he told Miss Clanng. 

Sometimes a suspicion will prove to be erroneous, but early assessment 
of any potentially negative situation is warranted. It is also important to 
recognize that some stressed students face complex predicament* , and 
the resolution ro their problems may take some time and involve some 
strategic planning. For example, Anita had been severely neglected for 
several years, and only recently was she placed in a good foster home. 
Her teacher, by taking an active interest in Anita's life, was able to help 
place her with good foster parents. Yet, it will take some thoughtful 
planning and a great deal of attention to nurture Anita toward a more 
positive life experience. 

When developing plans to resolve student stress, z kry guideline is to 
focus on helping students resolve as many of their problems themselves 
as is feasible for their developmental status and particular life context 
(25, 29). While it may appear to be easier to take control and resolve the 
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issue for the student, it is critical that the student become proficient in 
resolving his or her problems and, thus, learn the skills necessary for 
future problem solving (29). In some instances teacher interaction in the 
form of crisis intervention may be necessary to prevent a disaster, but 
even then students need to be encouraged to form self-management 
skills. Additional facets of the planning process include identifying beha- 
viors and contexts that need to be altered if the student is to successfully 
resolve the stress, developing a scheme by which to achieve desired 
changes, locating resources that the student can use in the stress-resolu- 
tion process, and organizing a system by which the student can acquire 
feedback on her or his progress in dealing with the problem (25). A 
critical part of any plan to resolve negative stress is the support system 
available to students as they attempt to resolve their concerns. Peer 
support groups, counseling sessions, and parent-teacher support efforts 
are effective ways of guiding students toward handling stress in positive 
ways (57, '»2, 82). In severe cases of student stress, teachers should 
involve mental health professionals as soon as possible. 

Carrying out plans to resolve student stress requires consistent action 
on the pan of the teacher. This is especially true if the teacher's behavior 
is a major cause of the stress. Questions such as the following are helpful 
during the implementation process: 

1. Is the student implementing changes to deal with the identified 
stress? 

2. As a teacher am I carrying out supportive actions to assist the 
student in resolving stress? 

3. If the peer group is a part of the plan, are the members responding 
productively to their role in the stress-resolution process? 

4. Are indicators emerging that signal improvement in the student's 
ability to interact in the classroom, at home, or in the community? 

5. If the plan is not working, has some action been taken to regroup 
and develop some alternative strategies for resolving the sues*? 

The resolution of any stress-inducing situation should be approached 
as a learning experience. Students need to experience success in solving 
problems and to acquire the skills that will enable them to persist until 
they do achieve such success. When they have succeeded, students need 
reinforcement to build on the success; when they fail, they need guid- 
ance on how to explore new ways of dealing with the situation (67). The 
monitoring of student behavior is linked to their continued growth, even 
after the stress has been resolved. Providing students with continued 
guidance can help them deal proactively with future problems. The 
stress-resolution process is never complete, and teacher aaions to pro- 
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mote student competence in dealing with various life issues should be an 
integral part of the instructional focus (7). 

EXTENSION STRATEGIES 

The prevention and resolution of a great deal of classroom stress 
involve efforts to reach out to parents and citizens, to educate and 
involve them in changing many practices that are causing student stress 
(39, 48, 54). Strategies to extend the educators' reach to involve parents 
and citizens in the prevention and resolution of unhealthy stress are 
explored in the final section of this chapter. 

Involving Parents in Stress Prevention 

Parents should play a major role in the stress-prevention process. Strat- 
egies for involving them in this process include educating them about 
the importance of healthy family life; providing them with information 
on app iate expectations for thei* child's developmental status; en- 
couraging uk Ti to develop and maintain positive relationships with their 
child; providing them with information on causes, symptoms, and reso- 
lutions related to stress in children and adolescents; and educating them 
about strategies they can use to prevent or resolve stress-related issues (7, 
9, 19, 37, 40, 50, 62, 69, 82, 84). 

Productive family life has been documented as a major stress-preven- 
tion variable (9). Providing parents with early and continuing education 
aoout the characteristics of quality family life is a technique thar many 
schools are using successfully to prevent unhealthy stress from emerging 
in students. Seminars, newsletter reminders, home visit programs, and 
other means of disseminating information to parents are focusing on the 
following as core awareness items: communication is a key indicator of 
healthy families, spending time together in family activities builds secu- 
rity and confidence in children and adolescents, and the sharing of 
family jobs strengthens everyone's commitment to the family (9). Stu- 
dents who have extreme difficulties with stress are typically portrayed as 
lacking healthy family dynamics. The many demands of modern living 
make it essential for parents to understand the importance of this process 
as it relates to the healthy development of children and adolescent*. 

A major source of stress in student* is the parental expectation that 
they perform at levels inappropriate for their stage of development (19, 
20). For example, many preschool children are asked to adjust to social 
and "academic" contexts that they are unprepared to cope with in a 
reasonable manner. As a result, children fail to develop positive beha- 
viors for responding to group situations and often develoo mental health 
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problems (19). In the same way, many adolescent are thrust into adult 
situations too early and end up confused, anxious, and, in some cases, 
impotent in the face of unrealistic challenges (20). While manv parents 
face an almost impossible task of meeting work and family deiu*nds, it 
is vital that they receive information on developmental^ appropriate 
experiences for their children. Further, teachers and other helping pro- 
fessionals should provide parents with strategies and resources to use in 
carrying out the needed activities related to children's healthy function- 
ing (9, 20, 76, 84). Figure 10 provides a basic list of items to share with 
parents on the issue of what is developmentally appropriate for children 
and adolescents. 

Continuing, positive interaction between parents and children is 
linked to the prevention and resolution of student stress (9, 76). Reading 
together, sharing recreational activities, discussing common concerns, 
attending school events together, and scheduling special times for each 
other are ways in which to build this positive parent-child relationship 
(84). It is important for parents to realize that from the very beginning 
of family life, these relationships are being formed. In recent years many 
educators have advocated and implemented parenting programs for new 
parents, and the results have been encouraging. Research from these 
programs indicates that knowledgeable parents are having a positive 
influence on their children's development and learning (9, 10, 19). Two 
National Education Association publications that are useful for parents 
and teachers in carrying out such programs are Parenting and Parents 
and Teachers as Discipline Shape rs (see Additional Readings). 

Every family confronts at least some severe stress during the life cycle. 
Parents need to have information about the major sources of stress, stress 
symptoms, and strategies and resources to use to resolve unhealthy stress. 
Questions such as the following can be used as the basis for a series of 
seminars for parents: 

1. What are the major sources of stress during early childhood, mid- 
dle childhood, preadolescenct, and adolescence? 

2. How can I help my child to prevent stress? 

3. How can I tell if my child is under intense stress? 

4. What can I do to help a stressed child? 

5. What can I be doing to prevent unhealthy stress from emerging in 
our family? 

6. Once I know my child is a victim of stress, what are some strategies 
for resolving the situation? 

Once again it is beneficial to involve parents in these seminars as early in 
the life of the family as feasible (9). 
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Figure 10 
Parent Guidelines: 
Developmental^ Appropriate Experiences for Children 



1. Children need a great deal of attention from adults, and especially 
from parents. Spend time with them and guide their development 
in positive directions. 

2. Listen to your child's point of view, and respect his or her way of 
thinking. Remember, children are just beginning to construct their 
ideas of life, and they need many concrete, positive reinforcements 
on how to function. 

3. Communicate often with your child's 'eacher. Share information 
you feel will help the teacher relate to your child in productive 
ways. Inquire about your child's total involvement in the classroom, 
and be supportive of the teacher. 

4. Be sensitive to the fact that your child is "growing" and, thus, is 
not going to behave like an adult. Be patient, flexible, and helpful 
to your child in terms of this growth process. 

5. Provide your child with clear, reasonable, and doable expectations 
for behavior; be firm but as positive as you can be in carrying out 
the discipline process. 

6. Be a good example for your child. While no parent is perfect, 
parents can model sound nurturing and problem-solving beha- 
viors. 

7. Nurture a strong sense of warmth and humor in family interactions. 
Humor and warmth provide children and adults with some emo- 
tional common ground for developing their security and confi- 
dence. 

8. Provide your child with many helping, caring experiences. Healthy 
children contribute to the well-being of other people. 

9. Avoid placing your child in extremely stressful situations and try to 
avoid such predicaments yourself. 

10. Maintain a continuing interest in your child's development. When 
you notice unusual behavior, find out what is happening in your 
child's world. 
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Building Healthy Communities: A Time for Action 

Another extension effort that is essential to resolving the many stress- 
ors that influence students is the involvement of community leaders and 
citizcis in the shaping of healthy and productive environments. 

Families and schools must function within the larger society. Indeed, 
stress that is created by community action or inaction is a major factor in 
student-related problems. For example, inadequate day care programs 
cause stress in children and parents, and this, in turn, often leads to poor 
social behaviors that the child then uses in later school involvement (76). 
Another indicator of community-centered stress is the lack of meaningful 
* 4 passages" for adolescents and young adults to use in making their way 
into the adult world (10). Additional stressors that directly or indirectly 
influence students negatively include excessive work demands on parents, 
an insensittvity to parent needs related to family life, a lack of communi- 
ty supports for students and parents, and an inadequate system for 
nurturing student interests and talents (3). 

Strategies to involve the total community in preventing and resolving 
stress-inducing elements include the following: 

1. Sponsoring awareness events that raise the community's conscious- 
ness about stressors that can be prevented or resolved through 
community action. For example, vne community has reduced drug 
usage among children «&d adolescents through its many drug 
awareness projects. 

2. Evolving community leaders of many orientations as resource peo- 
ple to deal with student stressors that can be resolve , through a 
school-community partnership. 

3. Teaming with parents to bring about changes in the community 
that are essential to improving the conditions under which parents 
carry out their parenting role. For example, parent-teacher groups 
have formed partnerships to press for improved after-school pro- 
grams, summer employment projects, community fine arcs activi- 
ties, and many other endeavors. 

4. Forming an 1 'adopt a scto >1" program with business and industry 
that fosters linkages between school ami work that are meaningful 
to students. Involved students rarely .uffcr from negative stress. 

5. Involving students in community leadership roles in which they 
can see the positive effects of their participation in projects to 
improve the quality of life. For example, students can write letters 
to the newspaper, serve as liaisons on community boards, carry out 
clean-up projects, and create community awareness of needs tha* 
require attention. 
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Ultimately, the current epidemic of stress- related problems that are 
impeding the lives of students demand the attention of every citizen. 
Teachers can play a major role in resolving the stress symptoms by 
carrying out prevention and resolution strategies in their Classrooms, by 
involving parents in educational programs designed to promote positive 
student functioning, and by providing leadership in the community to 
foster improved conditions for families and schools. It would be foolish 
to limit stress-resolution efforts to any one dimension of the human 
ecology. What is needed is a renaissance of all human elements in the 
community that focuses on the recognition and use of the talei^s of 
children and young people. 
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Chapters 

A SYSTEMS APPROACH FOR 
DEALING WITH CLASSROOM STTvESS 



Teachers who handle classroom stress effectively are dealing with many 
dimensions of stress in a systemic way. They do not adhere rigidly to * 
system but use it as a means of creating a viable management system — 
one that is based on student involvement, teacher invention, and stu- 
dent-teachv r interactions that reflect mutual respect and sensitivity to 
their common and unique needs. Successful ventures in classroom man- 
, agement are characterized by an orderly, but open approach to dealing 
with human behavior. This chapter presents teachers with a mindful 
approach to use in dealing with classroom stress. Before articulating a 
* ttems design for dealing with classroom stress, the basic paradigms of 
systems theory are examined and some key insights on the many aspects 
of classroom stress are explicated. These two sections of the chapter serve 
as a foundation for the wstems approach described in the last section. 

BASIC PARADIGMS OF THE SYSTEMS APPROACH 

In contrast to the reductionist approach of analyzing behavior in terms 
of a singular cause, the systemic-ecological perspective attempts to grasp 
as much of the total context of behavior as is humanly possible (5). For 
example, while a student may be under stress because of peer pressure, it 
is unlikely that this is her or his sole source of anxiety. System* theorists 
would say that it is more likely that there are several factors interacting in 
the life of the student to stimulate such great stress. Indeed, there is 
some evidence to suggest that people use certain elements in their envi- 
ronment to counterbalance stressors and, thus, return their 11 system 1 1 to 
some form of equilibrium (30). It appears that severe negative behavioral 
patterns emerge only when several elements in a person's ecology are 
stressed. Further, the 1 'system" each individual brings to interactions 
with other systems is an important factor in stress formation. 

Two features of systems theory provide a foundation for examining 
classroom stress: (1) the individual is viewed as the primary unit of the 
human system, an ! (2) all human behavior is belir/ed to proceed accord- 
ing to seme system that has a structure and a process to it (64) When 
studying any system, such as thr family or the classroom, one must 
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eventually focus on the individual as the basic element in the system. 
Failing to recognize and utilize individual behaviors as a source of infor- 
nation when designing classroom management strategies will doom the 
resulting plan to failure. The physical, sod I, cognitive, and emotional 
composite of each student is what makes it possible to have a human 
system such as the classroom (29). Likewise, the behavior of each student 
in the classroom has "purpose" to it. Even when certain patterns of 
behavior r A*y not coincide with accepted practice, the deviant pattern 
clearly meets some individual criterion of purpose. For example, while 
attention-getting behavior does not correspond with desired classic ~m 
behavior, it does meet the student's goal of receiving validation (30). 
Thus, an initial guideline for dealing with classroom strrss is to know the 
patterns of individual student behaviors and as much as possible about 
the function of these behaviors (7). 

A third feature of systems theory is that any system is comprised of all 
of the elements that combine to provide the identity essential to being 
called a system. For example, in a classroom the students, teacher, text- 
boob, physical setting time schedules, resources, interpersonal relation- 
ships, and a myriad of other elements combine to form the physical, 
social, and psychological boundaries of this system (5). The unique way 
in which these elements interact influences any particular classroom to 
become what it is in terms of a social identity. Any attempt to "teduce" 
the elements of the classroom system will distort the total picture «uid, 
thus, provide a fault/ perception of what is taking place (3, 37). 

A fourth component of systems theory is the notion that every system 
is comprised of subsystems and interacts with these subsystems as well as 
with suprasystems (10). Subsystems might include cliques within the 
classroom, grouping schemes devised by the teacher, and nonverbal so- 
cial units that form as a result of teacher-designed instructional activities. 
Suprasystems would include school policies, district directives, state edu- 
cation mandates, community expectations, and family values (39). It is 
clear that classrooms do function within other systems and do act as 
system influences to others. What does or does not happen can cause 
much stress internally and in other systems. 

This leads us to yet a fifth feature of systems theory: whatever happens 
in one system influences all other systems in some manner. An extension 
of this concept is that any change within a system influences all elements 
of the system (10). This is shown in the following example: 

Edward is under great prt3sure at home and takes out his anxiety by constantly 
Disrupting class. The disruptions influence other students in negative ways and 
soon the teacher is responding with punitive measures. Many parents complain 
because their children are disenchanted and then the principal asks to see the 
teacher. 
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While not every qwe is this severe, it does illustrate how any single 
incident can have multiple influences on other elements in that system 
and on other systems (3). Stress research results confirm that when any 
human system becomes engrossed in multiple stress patterns, everyone in 
the system is victimized in some way and is likely to carry the stress to 
other systems (48). The interactional nature of stress as it occurs in 
classroom systems is depicted in Figure 11. 

Figure 1 1 

The Interactional Nature of Classroom Stress 
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Systems theory is also supported in terms of the notion that any 
system must function in relation to other systems. For example, the 
classroom is linked to the school, is connecter! intimately to families, and 
is certainly an inherent pan of the broader societal system. Research 
reports that low parent^ "iprort of the teacher and the educational 
process negatively influences students (8). Likewise, evidence suggests 
that "inviting" schools (schools in which classrooms welcome parents 
and actively engage them in the educational process) prompt healthy 
functioning in children and adults (67). Figure 12 depicts the interac- 
tional process of classrooms with other systems. 

It is clear that as a human system, the classroom has a high stress 
potential. Because it is embedded In the center of all social activity, 
many stress sources impinge on it, and it has the power to influence 
many systems in negative or positive ways. Thus, the problem-free class- 
room is more a dream than a reality. In fact, a classroom that is too quiet 
might reflect many hidden stressors rather than being a model place for 
learning (7). 

Using data generated from research on classroom systems, the follow- 
ing suggestions provide a foundation for initiating stress-prevention and 
-resolution strategies: 

1. Healthy systems are characterized as having secure and capable 
individuals. Thus, a cornerstone of stress-prevention /resolution 
strategies is nurturing the development of competence in each 
student (61). 
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Figure 12 

Interaction of the Classroom wiih Other Systems 
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2. Human systems that produce high-quality outcomes are often de- 
scribed as places in which people function in cooperative, harmo- 
nious, and supportive ways. Thus, utilize cooperative learning 
strategies that stimulate meaningful, positi/e interactions among 
all students (14, 33). 

3. Systems that incorporate feedback arrangements into their design 
respond to change in a viable way. Thus, interact with students, 
observe classroom happenings, and use other feedback devices 
such as parent conferences to refine and improve the classroom 
system (5, 7, 77). 

4. Systems that have a "mission" tend to generate a sense of group 
identity that provides a framework in which individuals can devel- 
op their unique talents. Thus, have a clear L -irpose for the instruc- 
tional program and involve student, ; n activities in which they can 
contribute to this function (77). 

5. healthy systems develop and maintain productive relationships 
with oLiCT systems that are a part of their ecology. Thus, involve 
parents, citizens, and other community resource people in the 
classroom program (77). 

6. Systems that have strong, yet sensitive leadership prove to be self- 
renewing and growth-oriented. Thus, utilize proactive behaviors 
such as planning effectively, fostering positive interpersonal beha- 
viors, and developing active listening skills to provide the class- 
room with sound leadership (67). 

7. Human systems depend on input from the participants for growth 
and productive development. Thus, design the classroom so as to 
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involve students in all facets of the program (77). 

8. Systems have (or develop) limits within which productive func- 
tioning is possible; when these limits are exceeded by too many 
demands, the potential for unhealthy stress is increased. Thus, 
monitor the human equilibrium of the classroom so corrective 
action can be taken if the group stability is threatened (5, 7). 

9- Communication among participants is essential to the develop- 
ment of internal and external linkages that provide human sys- 
tems with the substance of identity. Thus, foster many positive 
interpersonal relationships in the classroom (18). 

10. Evaluation of "system functioning" has proved to be vital to 
assuring the renewal of the ./Stem. Thus, take stock of the class- 
room ecology in terms of human dimensions as well as the more 
traditional assessments (31). 

A systemic view of classroom stress provides teachers with a perceptual 
tool for conducting prevention /resolution actions that focus on maximiz- 
ing the human potential of each student. In this paradigm, classroom 
events are seen as interrelated, purposeful, and — very importantly — 
improvable. 



KNOWING THE MANY ASPECTS OF STRESS 

Stress is such a complex process that it is impossible to fully grasp its 
totality. However, research has produced some insights that can serve as 
guidelines in responding to sztcss as it occurs in the classroom. And, in 
fact, in order to systematically study classroom stress, the many dimen- 
sions of this issue must be understood as much as possible. 

The following are key points that research has generated regarding the 
various dimensions of stress: 

1. Stress exists when both a stressoi and a response are present. Stress 
represents a disruption in an individual's equilibrium. This dis- 
ruption may be caused by negative or positive changes in the 
individual's life (7). 

2. Stress is a perceptual event in that the existence of a stressor 
depends on the individual's perception of it as being disruptive to 
his or her system (44). 

3. Stress is holistic in that it affects all elements of the person's 
system and has the potential to influence other people and other 
systems (64). 
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4. While stress may begin with the individual, if enough people 
develop similar perceptions, it can become a group process (7). 

5. Stress can be categorized as either acute or chronic. Acute stressors 
are usually short in duration, often disappearing as rapidly as they 
emerge. Chronic stress usually evolves more slowly but is cumula- 
tive in nature and potentially more damaging because it has more 
time to erode the human system (7, 19). 

6. Stress is context-induced and related to specific stages of life. For 
example, teachers often cite these student-related stressors in the 
school: tests, teacher behavior, peer pressure, academic pressure, 
classroom climate, and crowded classrooms (7). 

7. Stress is not always an observable event. In some cases people hide 
their stress, letting it gather f^ce and become a significant part of 
their lives. This is sometimes viewed as a form of a "mental time 
bomb" because the results of stress must eventually be dealt with 
in some manner (19. 20, 21). 

8. Stress is a learned process, and, thus, the experiences people have 
with stress shape their pattern of responding to it. For example, 
students who fear new situations to an unusual degree have usual- 
ly acquired this fear as a result of interactions with significant 
others and/or the environment (58). 

9 Stress can be managed, and proactive strategies are the most effec- 
tive because they provide the individual with some anticipatory 
control over her or his setting. Finding out what stressors have the 
most negative influence on oneself and then forming strategies to 
control these stressors is an effective way of reducing stress (44). 

10. Uncontrolled stress that permeates an individual's life system can 
lead to burnout. When burnout occurs, intensive therapy is usual- 
ly needed to enable the individual to revive his or her control 
system (64). 



When teachers understand the dimensions of the stress process, they 
have the information essential to making critical judgments about stu- 
dent behavior in classroom settings. The stress-management system de- 
scribed in the next section of this chapter should be used as a guide. 
Avoid adhering to it in a rigid manner, and utilize mental health profes- 
sionals in stress cases that are clearly beyond the realm of normal 
functioning. 
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A SYSTEM FOR DEALING WITH CLASSROOM STRESS 

The systems framework for managing classroom stress is depicted in 
Figure 13. It includes three major components: assessing the classroom 
ecology, formulating a plan of action, and creating a productive class- 
worn ecology. These components interface with each other, influencing 
what hap pens or can happen in the total classroom system. For example, 
effective planning is dependent on the results obtained during the assess- 
ment process, and in order to carry out assessment, a viable classroom 
management system must be in operation. 

Figure 13 

A System for Dealing with Classroom Stress 



ASSESSING THE CLASSROOM ECOLOGY 

Developing the planning framework 
Establishing assessment categories 

Interpreting the data 

Utilizing the findings 



FORMULATING A PLAN OF ACTION 

Articulating specific needs 
Developing goals and objectives 
Identifying strategies and resources 
Deploying an implementation design 
Assessing results 



CREATING A PRODUCTIVE Cl^SSROOM ECOLOGY 

Ensuring quality teacher behaviors 
Creating dynamic program direction 
Developing a caring classroom 
Involving parents and citizens 



It should also be noted that like any system, it should be used to meet 
student need and not adhered to in a rigid manner. In other words, 
teachers may find themselves using all three components simultaneously 
in order to deal with a particular classroom situation. The intent of any 
systemic framework is that it be used in a viable manner. Thus, the 
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following presentation on the components of the system is intended as a 
guide on hrw to use it, and not as a sequential process that must be 
rolkmed rigidly. 



Assessing the Classroom Ecology 

Four elements combine to make up the ecological assessment process: 
developing the planning framework, establishing assessment categories, 
formulating guidelines to use in interpreting the data gathered, and 
determining ways to use the data. These elements of the assessment 
process can be used in a simplified manner or can become the founda- 
tion for an elaborate study of classroom stress. 

Developing the Planning Framework 

Whom to Involve: Any design to assess classroom stress begins with 
the people conducting it. Th: parameters of the project will often dictate 
who should be involved. For example, if the purpose is to acquire a 
general picture of the classroom climate, the teacher may decide to 
handle the project alone or to involve only one or two other teachers. 
This type of effort is often termed a preliminary assessment approach. If 
the function of the study to to carry out an in-depth analysis of stress in 
terms of individual students and/or group behaviors, it would be advis- 
able to form a planning team similar to those used in curriculur \ studies. 
The team would consist of the teacher, some parents, student representa- 
tives when appropriate, possibly the school counselor, and other profes- 
sional staff as needed. 

How So Conduct the Study: The mechanics of carrying out an assess- 
ment of classroom stress will vary according to the functions of identified 
studies. Large-scale studies on stress include the following: specified 
functions of the study, a time line for the achievement of each function, 
valid data-gathering devices, task lists for each study team member, and 
some process for monitoring the progress made during the study. The 
advantage of having a planned process to use in carrying out studies on 
classroom stress is that people have a clear direction and a system by 
which to pursue their goals. While sporadic efforts to resolve stress 
situations may prove useful, without a systematic approach a great deal 
of insight is often lost. Providing direction to the who, how, when, and 
where of classroom stress assessments increases the likelihood of useful 
results. 

How to Gather Data on Stress: There are various ways to gather data 
on classroom stress: teacher observation, inventoried and questionnaires, 
interviews with students and/or parents, "classroom climate " checklists, 
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and analysis of student histories. Many teachers use these techniques 
informally and as a part of their daily instructional activities. Yet, results 
from studies using a systems approach point out that a more formalized 
and planned use of these devices yields more reliable data, which, in 
turn, provides a solid foundation for resolving the problem (7). 

Whin the time arrives to carry out the assessment process, some ques- 
tions that relate to the foundation of the plan must be asked: 

1. Has a specific function for the study been determined? 

2. lias a planning team been formed? Are the team members in- 
formed regarding the purpose of the study? Have they completed 
their preparation tasks so that the study can be conducted 
effectively? 

3. Has a time line of tasks to be completed been developed to pro- 
vide direction to the v ^rk of the study team? 

4. Have data-gathering procedures been selected and/or developed 
for use in carrying out the functions of the study? 

5. Has a person /process been established for monitoring the progress 
of Ac study? 

Establishing Assessment Categories 

A second element of the assessment process is the determination of 
what to assess in terms of classroom stress. Four categories of classroom 
stress provide the framework for this process: teacher behaviors, the 
classroom ecology, student behaviors, and extra-classroom stressors. 

Teacher as Stressor: It has been determined that teachers can be x 
significant source of stress for students (55, 78). A common scenario hi 
that of the stressed teacher injecting her or his stress into the events of 
the classroom. Uafortunately, teachers suffering from chronic stress rarely 
see themselves as a possible stressor. Key teacher behaviors to examine 
include classroom management skills, instructional competence, attitudes 
toward students and parents, involvement in personal and professional 
growth activities, and the overall emotional orientation (18, 38, 77, 78). 
Techniques for assessing teasers' stress orientation include completing 
self-assessment checklists (see Stress and the Classroom Teacher [78]), 
videotaping selected segments of the teacher's workday, using peer 
teachers to stuoy the dassroom, and interviewing students and parents 
on the teacher's functioning. Teacher assessment should be handled in a 
productive manner; the individual teacher should be a part of the pro- 
cess and the purpose should be to use the feedback gained to improve 
the classroom situation. 
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The Classroom Ecology— What to Study Research on classroom-induced 
stress provides several clues as to what to examine in the classroom 
context (18). One observation has been that involved, active students 
tend to be a reflection of the curriculum orientation. Narrowly focused 
instructional programs seem to create stress because jnly a few students 
can find meaning in such an arrangement (7). The following findings 
provide a starting point for analyzing the classroom in terms of its stress 
potential: 

1. An excessively authoritarian attitude exists in the classroom. A 
threatening atmosphere induces excessive stress in students (34). 

2. Punishment is given unfairly, harshly, and without relationship to 
the severity of the offense. Punitive environments increase the 
stress potential in studeuts (7). 

3. The time management scheme is rigid and/or poorly organized. 
Rigidity and/or chaos induces a great deal of unhealthy stress (33). 

4. The classroom is too crowded or space is poorly planned, thus 
leaving students with few opportunities to engage in active learn- 
ing. A dosed-in feeling is related to student stress (77). 

5. The social climate is one of alienation; students have few opportu- 
nities to work together or to participate in the management of the 
classroom (67). 

6. The instructional program is limited and does not reflect student 
interests and talents (77). 

Blom, Cheney, and Snoddy (7) add to this list excessive testing, inordi- 
nate academic pressure, poor human relationships, ineffective family- 
school relationships, and unhealthy levels of competition. Assessments of 
classroom settings indicate that when several of these indicators exist in 
the environment, the potential for student stress becomes quite high 
(10, 67, 77). For an elaboration of items related to classroom-induced 
stress, see A Proactive Approach to Discipline (77) and Maintaining 
Productive Student Behavior (listed in Additional Readings). 

Student-Induced Stress: Each student defines what is stressful in terms 
of a history of life experiences. The physical, social, cognitive, and emo- 
tional make-up of students influences their behavior. For example, poor 
nutrition can impede an individual's system, thus causing stress in all 
facets of life (54, 60). Likewise, deficits in cognitive processing may lead 
to academic frustrations, thus prompting a series of stress reactions. 
Student behavior patterns to watch for during stress analysis include the 
following: 

1. Poor eating and sleeping habits 




2. Student isolation from routine classroom events 

3. Continued poor academic performance 

4. Constant complaining, cynical attitudes, and related indicators of 
defeatism 

5. Excessive aggression or unwarranted tantrums and other related 
antisocial acts 

' 6. Unusual and marked changes ir typical behavior patterns. 

In addition to individual student stress, it is important to watch for 
stress reactions in the total class group. For example, the death of a 
classmate is likely to stress the entire class. Teachers must be aware of 
student reactions to tragk or threatening events if they want to handle 
these issues in a productive way (77). 

Beyond the Classroom— Common Student Stressors: One of the te- 
nets of systems theory that is obvious to students of classroom stress is 
that human systems are interrelated, and whatever happens in one sys- 
tem influences all other connected systems (10). When a child experi- 
ences dramatic change at home or lives in fear because of an unsafe 
neighborhood, he or she is likely to transfer those anxieties to the class- 
room context (3, 27, 77). The following are the most common stressors 
to look for during stress analysis: death of a parent, loss of a sibling, 
divorce, parents on drugs, peer pressure to use drugs, initial entrance 
into foster family care, stepfamily formation, conflict in the family or 
neighborhood, latchkey status, alcoholism in the family or an alcoholic 
peer, child abuse and neglect, and unrealistic expectations by parents. 
There are additional stressors such as poverty, work overload, and others 
that are insidious to social status. Teachers can watch for these "beyond 
the classroom" stressors by staying directly involved with students and 
m a in tai ning continued communication with parents (7). 

Interpreting the Data 

Once data has been gathered on classroom stress, the method used to 
interpret it is vital to forming a workable resolutior While teacher 
observation is often a reliable way of determining what is happening in 
the classroom, many student behaviors carry multiple messages-i-that is, 
they present several messages at one time. R>r example, a student's 
failure to complete schoolwork may mean that he is having a problem at 
home, is upset over a peer problem, is unable to do the assignment, or 
has some other problem. Tiros, it is important to study one's observa- 
tions to validate or refute what first appears to be obvious. The use of 
selected student behavior inventories, informal interviews with students, 
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and parent conferences will help teachers acquire a clear picture of what 
student behaviors mean (77). 

Many stress researchers advocate a team approach to studying school 
and classroom stress. A team of teachers, the school counselor, parent 
representatives, and students can combine their efforts to analyze possi- 
ble stress sources in or connected to the school ecology (7). This approach 
is certainly necessary when looking at group stress that may be linked to 
sevek-al complex sources. It is also beneficial when anal, zing a student 
who may have a complex history of socioemotional maladies. For exam- 
ple, school-community teams that have successfully studied stressors re- 
lated to student drug usage point to the broad insights obtained by 
involving many different constituencies in their work. 

Any data on student stress must be related to the "big picture" of 
how the student functions in various settings. These questions require 
answers during the data anal; is process: Is the stress exhibited by the 
student in the classroom related to her or his functioning at home? Is the 
stress situation temporary and, thus, resolvable with minor adjustments? 
Is the stress related to developmental changes or to an ecological change 
such as moving to a new community? These and additional questions can 
place particular stress situations into the larger context. 

Utilizing the Findings 

The final element in the assessment process is the determination of 
h«w to utilize the findings of your analysis. Following are five common 
outcomes that emerge from classroom stress studies: 

Refine Tetcber Behaviors: Assessment results may indicate that certain 
teacher behavior is causing student stress and, thus, warrants study and 
refinement (78). For example, Purkey and Novak (67) note that many 
teachers unknowingly alienate students from the mainstream of events 
by failing to involve them in learning activities or by branding them as 
discipline problems. Behaviors that need continual attention are atti- 
tudes toward students, nonverbal interaction patterns, student assess- 
ment strategies, verbal teaching style, and behaviors related to the teach- 
er's professional and personal development (8, 66). The ability to refine 
and/or alter certain teacher behaviors in light of feedback from students 
or peers is indicative of a capable, developing teacher. 

Refine Student Behaviors: Since stress is an individually defined pro- 
cess, in many cases some form of student behavioral change will be 
required. Individuals develop patterns of responding to stressors, and 
while it may be possible to eliminate some stress from the environment, 
in some situations the student will have to alter his or her perceptual- 
behavioral orientation (40). A typical example is the child who is experi- 
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encing anxiety over going , aool for the first time. Since school is a 
requirement in our society, the child will have to learn to deal with it in 
some functional way. With support from parents and teachers, children 
usually refine their orientation to school in a positive manner. Strategies 
that appear to facilitate students in their coping with stress include 
teaching problem-solving skills, involving them in empathetic listening 
activities, counseling them informally, and encouraging them to develop 
positive attitudes toward self and others (9, 28). A note of caution is in 
order: some students have severe problems and require sophisticated 
intervention by a qualified mental health professional. 

Rgfine Parent Behaviors: Recent national assessments of stress in chil- 
dren and adolescents indicate parents need to rethink their role in the 
human development process (see "Children Under Stress, 1 1 cited in the 
Additional Readings section of this book). The data indicates that chil- 
dren need parents to ptJbrm more of a nurturing, buffer role because of 
the increasing complexity of choices and challenges they face at school, 
in the neighborhood, and in the community at large. However, it ap- 
pears that for an increasing number of children, the typical life experi- 
ence is loneliness, artifical pressure to grow up too fast, and little emo- 
tional support for dealing with their childhood as a developmental 
experience (19, 20, 21). 

Assessments indicate the following to be the most common parent 
stressors: 

1. Excessive absence from the home, which is the primary setting for 
parent-child interaction (10). 

2. Pressure (often in culturally accepted forms) for the child to be- 
come an adult and, thus, bypass the formative stage of childhood 
(63, 65). 

3. Failure to guide the child' s development, thus exposing the child 
to the risks of excessive television watching and lot the vagaries of 
the peer group (20). 

4. Unrealistic expectations in terms of the child's academic achieve- 
ment, which then becomes a source of further stress in the parent- 
child relationship (21). 

5. Severe neglect and/ or abuse of the child in terms of basic human 
needs. Children who are victims of this ' 'cipher syndrome 1 1 often 
exhibit severe stress symptoms, if not in childhood, certainly by 
adolescence and young adulthood (13). 

Refinements in parental behavior can be achieved through direct 
counseling and parent intervention programs, and through indirect ef- 
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fort: with church groups, civic projects, and interdisciplinary professional 
teams. An important extension of this support process is to provide 
parents with tools to change leir context, thus treeing them to perform 
parenting roles that are critical to having healthy children at\d 
adolescents. 

Refine tkt Classroom Ecology: Classroom stress-analysis studies often 
reveal the need for change in the environment. Certainly there are 
constraints on what teachers can alter and limits within which tl.ey can 
attempt to improve their situation. Yet, many teachers have found ways 
to reduce classroom stress by creating optiors within a particular environ- 
ment. For example, a teacher might not be able to enlarge the ^ass- 
room, but she or he can improve 'he situation by refining the way in 
which the existing space is used. Typical stressors that can be altered are 
time management, space usage, student grouping patterns, the psycho- 
logical climate of the classroom, and student stating arrangements. In 
many cases, minor adjustments in the environment can resolve student 
stress (77). 

Refine the Curriculum: A curriculum devoid of meaning *s certain to 
prompt student stress. Unfortunately, many curuculum studies simply 
calculate the "content" value of material being taught. A comprehen- 
sive study of auricular designs should probe the total arrangement: 
materials, instructional strategies, goals, resources, assessment proce- 
dures, individuation of content for special student needs, and other 
pertinent items. Narrowly defined and pedantic instructional programs 
stunt the student's learning ind increase his or her stress level (77). 

The culmination of the assessment process should be to pull together 
the m.\ior needs identified for application in the plan of action. 

Formulating a Plan of Action 

Now thai we have identified the problems, what can we do to resolve 
the situation? The formulation of a viable plan of action involves five 
components: articulating specific needs, developing goals and objectives, 
identifying strategies and resources, employing an implementation de- 
sign, and assessing the results of the plan. 

Articulating Specific Nr-ds 

Each clfe room stress study will identify unique needs. The articula- 
tion of tt ese needs is the first component of the planning process. An 
effective way to categorize needs is to ure the assessment findings relative 
to the key areas of teacher behaviors, student behaviors, parent beha- 
viors, classroom ecology, curriculum, and txtra-classroom elements. 
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Examples of needs that have been identified by teachers during their 
stress assessments are as follows: 

• Teacher Behavior Need: Spend more time with Albert and Jonita, 
especially as related to their feelings about classroom activities. 

• Student Behavior Need: John needs more support in building his 
self-image; his self-derogation seems endless and implies a need for 
major intervention. 

• Parent Behavior Need: Parents ate pushing their children too much 
and need educational ideas on appropriate expectations for children 
at different stages of development. 

• Classroom Ecology Need: Space is at a premium, and a need exists 
to rec-ganizc the physical structure of the room. 

• Curriculum Revision Need: Students are doing too much seatwork 
and need to be involved in projects that chwil^gc them. 

• Other Needs: The community is too isolated from the schooi, com- 
munity people need to be involved as resource teachers in the 
classroom on a tegular basis. 



Developing Goals and Objectives 

Emerging from the needs-articulation process is the foundation of any 
plan: the goals and objectives slated to resolving and/oi preventing 
classroom stressors. Most plans establish broad goals that provide overall 
direction. Specific objectives kre then identified in ^ priority manner 
within a long-range /short range framework. 

It is important to remember when developing any planning framework 
to combat classroom stress that the dynamic nature of living Tstems like 
classrooms requires the flexible handling and continual revision of such 
tools (77). Events in the classroom, at home, or in the life of the teacher 
may prompt refinement or revision of stress-management plans. Given 
this cautionary note about utilizing goal /objective frameworks as 
"guides" to be manipulated in relation to the ecological changes of the 
classroom, the following is a sample of such a framework: 

GOAL 1: To implement parent education strategies that provide parents 
with information on appropriate expectations for children in 
the primary grades. The intent is to awaken parents to the fact 
that many children are stressed by unreal parental 
expectations. 
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GOAL 2: Short-Rang* Objective: To conduct a workshop on "Stress and 
Young Children" for parents of children in the prima:/ 
grades. The program will be conducted early in the school 
year. The focus will be on ific things parents can do to 
reduce negative stress in their children. 

Long-Rjmge Objective: To develop and implement a suess- 
prevention program for parents of preschool-age children. The 
program will be developed this school year and piloted during 
the next school year. The focus will be on reaching first-time 
parents with information on how to develop healthy relation- 
ships with their children, thus reducing the probability of 
stress in the child's life. 

GOAL 2. To reconstruct the time and space usage plan for the class- 
room. The intent is tc experiment with a less rigid arrange- 
ment that may allow student to progress in a more functional 
manner. 

Short-Range Objective: To re-do the time schedule of daily 
activities to give students more opportunities to make transi- 
tions from one learning situation to another and to integrate 
what they have learned into their banning for the next day. 

Long-Range Objective: To design some alternative spate usage 
plans for experimental use during the next school year. At 
least three plans will be developed for this project. 



Identifying Strategies and Resources 

To achieve the desired goals -and objectives, usable strategies and 
resources must be identified and pRjared for the classroom. Analysis of 
the goals/objectives area will provide key indicators for meeting this 
planning need. For example, plans that focus on parent education may 
require specific materials, resource people skilled in helping parents, 
appropriate films, and other parent training materials. Efforts to refine 
the classroom ecology will have a different set of needs: in-service educa- 
tion programs on classroom management, visits to other classrooms, 
consultants who are skilled in time management, acd other appropriate 
resources. One way to organize the process of obtaining needed resources 
and of designing and/or selecting viable strategies is to categorize them 
in the following areas: student development strategy/ resource needs, 
parent development strategy/resource needs, classroom development 
strategy /resource needs, curiiculum development strategy /resource 
needs, and extra-classroom development strategy /resource needs. 
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Deploying an Implementation Design 

The implementation of stress-prevention /resolution plans can be fa- 
cilitated by incorporating the following steps into the planning process: 

1. Develop a time line that specifies desired dates for carrying out 
varLos features of the plan. A task completion chart such as the 
folio «ing is a helpful reminder to everyone about the who, what, 
when, and where components of rhe plan: 



Objective 


Completion 
date 


Activity 


Responsible 
party 


Location 

































2. Monitor the implementation of new activities or schedules in the 
classroom; changes require intentional effort on the part of every- 
one involved. For example, if a student has contracted to carry out 
certain tasks, be sure to check on her or his progress on a daily or 
weekly basis. 

3. Utilize a team approach; stress management usually requires the 
cooperation of several parties to alter the situations that prompted 
stress. Gass meetings, counseling with parents, teacher teams, and 
peer support groups are some examples of this cooperative process. 

4. Develop and maintain a sense of optimism about the ultimate 
success of your plan. A positive attitude is infectious in that others 
begin to believe in themselves as a result of your proactive orienta- 
tion. When certain techniques fail, show students how to reassess 
the situation and repJza need strategies. 

5. Integrate into your implementation activities as many self-manage- 
ment strategies as possible. The ultimate goal of stress-manage- 
ment programs is to have students and teachers acquire autonomy 
in handling a variety of problem-solving strategies in a proactive 
manner. 

Assessing the Results 

Determining the success of a stress-management program is a multi- 
faceted process. Questions such as the following provide a foundation for 
carrying out this process: 
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1. What weft your original criteria for success? What goals and objec- 
tives were defined at the outset of the program? 

2. If a team approach was used, did people follow through on as 
signed tasks? How well did they do in carrying out the various 
assignments? What improvements or refinements can be made in 
future efforts? 

3. During implementation, were adjustments made that altered the 
initial focus jf the program? If so, how does this influence the 
assessment process? 

4. List the different stress-management strategies used and record 
some observations you made regarding the utility of cat* strategy. 
Did these strategies facilitate or impede your efforts? 

5. Has the stress situation in the classroom been improved as a resist 
of your efforts? If not, why not? Where did the process fail, and 
how can it be refined or altered within a new plan? 

The evaluation of stress-prevention /resolution efforts must be viewed 
as a continuing process, one that uses feedback to refine practices and to 
provide direction for new efforts. The ultimate goal of this assessment 
process should be to focus on how teachers, students, and parents are 
dealing with stress. That is, are people beginning tc take control of their 
behavior, perceive stressors as opportunities for creative problem solving, 
and utilize their experiences to build a proactive base that will prevent 
negative stress from becoming a major problem? 

Creating a Productive Classroom Ecology 

Beyond formative efforts to assess and resolve observable classroom 
stress problems is the power to promote maximum student development 
b^ creating a productive classroom ecology. Truly dynamic classrooms 
stimulate healthy stress in children and adolescents, and minimize the 
need for constant reactive efforts regarding stress management (61, 6?, 
75, 76, 84). A major finding of systems theory studies has beon that in 
environments in which individuality and group functioning axe integrat- 
ed through diverse, supportive efforts, the functioning of the partici- 
pants is heightened (3, 10). 

Ensuring Quality Teacher Behaviors 

Productive classroom ecologies appear to be the result of quality teach- 
ing. In spite of less than ideal conditions, many teachers have succeeded 
in constructing highly effective learning environments. Thus, this scries 



of quality teacher behaviors represents the basis for creating healthy 
classroom settings: 

1. Maintaining a healthy self-concept as a teacher and in one's per- 
sonal life. Teachers who are positive about themselves, interested 
in new challenges, professionally acivc, and supportive of their 
peers are usually effective in relating to the totality of student 
needs (67). 

2. Developing and nurturing many positive relationships with stu- 
dents. Take an active interest in their concerns, be a good listener, 
and support their proactive efforts to become sc ,r managing indi- 
viduals. Tochers who truly know their students through produc- 
tive, warm interactions in the ckssnxx * are usually able to deter- 
mine appropriate challenge levels for them. Students report that 
when they are challenged by sensitive, supportive teachers, they 
tend to respond positively (37, 77). 

3. Maintaining a well-organized, well-managed classroom. Classrooms 
that have clear direction with plenty of chances for individuation 
are excellent stress-prevention settings. The students' ideal teacher 
is one who is able to organize a viable learning climate and, yet, 
accommodate the unique needs of different students (18 , 84). 

4. Integrating the affective teaming of students into the basic instruc- 
tional plan. Research reports that classrooms in which students are 
able to express their feelings, articulate their ideas, and develop 
their socioemotional selves have few major problems. Fairness, re- 
sponsiveness, and nurturing are teacher behaviors that have been 
related to productive classroom designs (8, 10, 61). 

5. Communicating with students and their parents on a continuing 
basis. Communication is the key to relationships, and helping 
students cope with stress requires that these relationships be au- 
thentic and linked to the environments in which development and 
learning are carried out (61, 67). 



Creating Dynamic Program Direction 

This teacher behavior deserves special attention. Boredom, confusion, 
irrelevance, and isolation are the roots of unhealthy stress. Programs that 
foster a sense of involvement, purpose, and vitality engage students in 
actions that will help them grow and develop. The following arc indica- 
tors of dynamic learning programs that promote positive behavior in 
students: 
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1. Students receive a great deal of input through direct, concrete 
experiences That is, students are challenged to use all of their 
senses in learning about ideas and events (34). 

2. Students are involved in creating learning outcomes in many di- 
mensions: visual creations, artistic expressions, story development, 
recordings, papers, plays, experiments, and related outcomes (77). 

3. Students are able to progress as unique, important individuals and 
are encouraged to challenge themselves through a self-assessment 
process. The premise is that if individual students are progressing 
toward autonomy, the total group will become successful learners 
(75). 

4. Students have access to a wide array of learning materials and 
experiences within a cooperative, sharing context. Student interests 
often rompt the introduction of new resources into the learning 
anally **ent. It is common in such classrooms for student groups 
to pursue meaningful projects (14, 34). 

5. Classroom learning is extended to "surrounding systems" through 
hor*e learning, field trips, community resource people, and educa- 
tional television. Students are encouraged to connect their learning 
to other settings through assignments, special projects, and paren- 
tal guidance (10, 61, 84). 

Nurturing a Caring Classroom 

This teacher behavior also calls for emphasis because unhealthy stress is 
most likely to emerge in classrooms in which hostile, aggressive feelings 
are present. Children and adolescents who have a sense of ownership of 
the classroom usually channel their efforts in proactive directions. Own- 
ership symbols include work displays, job assignments, student involve- 
ment in decision making, cooperative attitudes, teaming, and friendship 
(59, 67). Likewise, a sense of caring results when pro"*ams value the 
feelings of each person and set aside time to foster siun caring. Class- 
rooms in which students feel important, cared about, and connected to 
life's important events have little stress (10, 61). 

Involving Parents and Citizens 

Involving parents in the educational process is critical to having a 
healthy classroom system (77). A review of sudent stressors reveal that 
many of & m reside in settings that are beyond the classroom (3, 59). 
For example, a great many of young children's problems in school have 
been linked to inadequate family dynamics (37). On a broader scale, 




local and global stressors often add ro the discontinuity existent in the 
lives of students. 

Beginning during the preschool years, parents should be educated 
about and involved in the prevention and resolution cf negative stress. 
As a starting point, parents can be given information on the develop- 
ment of children, specific resources that they can use to build positive 
family relationships, and strategies that they can use to prevent unneces- 
sary stress. An extension of this orientation is to make the parents active 
partners in planning and carrying out productive learning programs. 
Parents can serve in a variety of roles including tutors, storytellers, aides, 
and program leaders. A key feature of healthy ecologies is the intimate 
involvement of all the major participants in the human development 
process (7, 10, 24, 77). 

Parents also need to be involved in specific stress-prevention/ resolu- 
tion plans. In many cases, parental leadership is required to resolve a 
stress. For example, if poor nutrition habits or lack of sleep is the source 
of stress, parents must participate in shaping a context that will prompt 
the desired student behavior changes. Parental involvement in specific 
stress-resolution plans can take many forms: acting as co-partner in the 
planning process, arranging home factors to support needed changes, 
monitoring the chile's behavior, communicating with the teacher as 
needed, acquiring needed resources for the child, guiding the child 
toward morr self-management roles, and acting as a resource person in 
the dassrc^. (37, 77). 

The community, both in the local sense and in the global perspective, 
needs attention in any program that focuses on improving student func- 
tioning. Local community involvement in dealing with issues that per- 
meate the lives of children and adults can lead to desirable improve- 
ments in recreational outlets, mental heaith resources, 
community-centered literacy projects, and various other activities. In the 
"global community," many actions can have a positive influence on 
students: improvements in the quality of television programs, efforts to 
aid children in special situations such as 'hose in poverty and/or war 
contexts, programs that focus on intercultural idea exchange, and t bare- 
ness efforts related to human rights and human abuse. There is yet 
another dimension to this process: providing students with positive role 
models. Having community resource people share their expertise in 
problem solving and stress management is one way to provide such role 
models. Other possibilities include using :or*>munity industries as learn- 
ing laboratories, involving local leadership teams in family support ef- 
forts, using people in management roles as consultants on approaches to 
classroom management, and developing school-business partnerships 
that focus on building positive classroom taming settings (77). 
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THE CLASSROOM AS A DYNAMIC SYSTEM 



The classroom is a dynamic $et of human relationships, events, and 
ever-changing patterns that combine to make up a learning /develop- 
ment sy*tcm. A systems approach to managing classroom stress must 
account for the living processes that occur in systems like classrooms. The 
components of the planning model presented in this chapter, for exam- 
ple, must be used in a flexible way, allowing feedback to alter and refine 
the plan as it is ouried out. Feedback is the one feature of human 
systems that provides the power to shape and reshape behavior in light of 
new and /or emerging data. For example, new needs usually emerge as 
teachers come to know a student's situation. A student who originally 
appeared to be suffering only from poor sleeping habits may turn out to 
be experiencing emotional trauma a; home. Or what appears to be a 
simple case of parent-child conflict may gradually unfold as a ro^re 
complex family pathology. The dynamics of human systems offer the 
interested person a vast arena for creative study (32, 39, 76). 

The changeability of a classroom system, as well as the viable nature of 
the systems surrounding and interacting with it, requires teachers to 
pursue stress management in a planned, but responsive manner. To 
synthesize some of the major points made in this book that relate to this 
planning orientation, five key areas are reviewed: teacher behavior, stu- 
dent behavior, classroom climate, curriculum, and stress influences that 
emanate from beyond the classroom. 

Teacher behi 'ior is the one variable that can be modified and refined 
in relation to stress-management actions. Given che research finding that 
productive teacher leadership strengthens the classroom ecology, this is a 
promising situation. Is is clear that teachers should avoid doing the 
following-. 

• Inflicting negative attitudes on students 

° Remaining isolated from students, peers, and parents 

• Maintaining unreal and lot ill-founded expectations of students 

• Using punitive discipline approaches that fail to support pr ductive 
living in students 

• Remaining static and uninvolved in personal and professional 
growth. 

These behaviors produce stress because they usually degrade the student 
and eventually destroy the integrity of the teacher. Fortunately, there are 
proactive teacher behaviors that have been related to positive develop- 
ments in classrooms : 
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• Ma in tai nin g a positive psychological orientation 

• Continuing to grow and develop as a person and as a professional 

• Responding to student needs and concerns 

• Experimenting mxh new ideas and challenges 

• Interacting regularly with parent and student; as well as with other: 
connected to the classroom ecology 

• Developing a dynamic learning program 

• Promoting the total well-being of students (67, 77, 78). 

Controlled, flexible, sensitive, and knowledgeable teachers are the keys 
to any viable stress-management plan. 

Stressed students provide us with clues as to what is needed to nurture 
^reductive , healthy student behavior: a positive self-concept, problem- 
solving skills, a sense of optimism about the future, involvement in 
si g ni fic ant life events, support from parents and teacher;, and the con- 
tinuing development of socioeducational skills (2, 10, 25, 67, 77). The 
key in studying student behavior is to look for dynamic patterns that are 
oriented toward positive, growing outcomes. Developmental and personal 
shifts occur natural?/ on the life span continuum, especially when eco- 
logical changes take place as rapidly as they often do in contemporary 
society (22, 23, 24). Hie absence of proactive behavioral patterns or the 
existence of continued anxiety-ridden syndromes should prompt teachers 
and parents to tiobe the roots of student behavior. In the preventive 
vein, teachers can support student functioning by encouraging them to 
behave in caring, mindful, sensitive, and creative way (61, 76, 84). 

The dynamics of the classroom climate are ultimately seen in the 
dimensions of the physical, social, and psychological actions of the par- 
ticipants. Classrooms are such complex arenas that no "model" exists 
that answers all of the important questions related to the development of 
fully functioning human beings. Rather, it is more of a what-to-do/ 
what-not-to-do situation. For example, we know that rigid, boring, in- 
sensitive, noncooperative, unsupportive, and chaotic classrooms are ma- 
jor stress producers (77, 78). We also know that students need structure, 
space, time, a sense of validity, and opportunities to develop their so- 
cioemotional selves (24, 71). Thus, the dynamic pattern to reach for is 
one that provides students with guidance and direction, and yet fosters in 
them the formation of self management behaviors (77). 

Self-discipline is best acquired through learning experiences that 
strengthen decision-inakiiig and problem-solving skills (25). Stressed stu- 
dents are not able to proactively function in the environment. Constantly 
reacting to stress, many of these students develop fate-filled attitudes 
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toward life and become very dependent on others to resolve their prob- 
lems. Clearly, the curriculum dynamics need to be designed to involve 
students m experiences that are challenging, developmental^ appropri- 
ate, personally stimulating, and facilitative of their growth and develop- 
ment (77). 

This same construct applies to experiences that occur outside the class- 
room context. What happens in the home, in the neighborhood, and in 
the broader contexts of life now influent students as much as or more 
than what happens in the classroom. Meaningful family life, linkages to 
the community, and opportunities to apply skills and talents in various 
conte xts are essential to the full empowerment of children and adoles- 
cents. The ulJmate design for a healthy environment for students must 
reflect the positive direction that all adults participate in shaping— ard 
this design must place first priority on human needs and the correspond- 
ing actions that match this vision. 
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